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Abstract
There is a plethora of research available on students and the barriers they face in transferring to a
university, such as transfer processes, articulations, pathways, 2+2 plans, institutional agents, and
financial issues. However, in rural areas of Texas, little research is available on the barriers
students endure in transferring from community colleges to four-year universities. The purpose
of this qualitative, phenomenological study was to determine the transfer barriers faced by a
community college student population and the support services needed for their successful
transfers to four-year universities. The framework that guided this study was transfer student
capital and transfer shock. Transfer shock is when a student transfers from community college to
university and experiences culture shock in the university culture. Transfer student capital is the
support needed for transfer students. The researcher gathered the data through one-on-one
interviews with 15 community college students who transferred to a four-year university. Prior to
the interviews, each participant completed a presurvey consisting of questions about their
community college experiences, including support received on transferring and how it impacted
their decisions to transfer to a university. Participants shared in interviews that their major
barriers for transferring from the community college to a university were academic advising,
personal issues, and inadequate collegiate services for transfer students, such as enrollment
services, financial services, and university support programs.
Keywords: academic advisor, articulation, associate degree, bachelor’s (baccalaureate)
degree, institutional agents, Northeast Texas or Upper East Texas region, pathway, receiving
institution, 2+2 plans, transfer agreement, transfer shock, transfer student, and transfer student
capital
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Chapter 1: Introduction
By 2020, two-thirds of high-quality jobs required education beyond the 12th grade, and
post-high school attainment is a key factor in finding a meaningful and fruitful career. Such a
career ensures not only prosperity for the educated, but also for their families and children
(Lumina, 2019a). Postsecondary attainment was a focus in 2009 when President Obama set a
policy goal to increase postsecondary degree attainment among the 25- to 34-year-old population
to 60% by 2020 from 38% in 2009 (Rosenbaum et al., 2016). The truth is that a worker with a
bachelor’s degree earns 84% more than a worker without a degree, an average value of $2.8
million over the course of a lifetime (Lumina, 2019a). However, access to postsecondary
education needs to be more available to everyone to support the effort.
Texas educational leaders have made it a priority through statewide goals to increase
awareness and access to Texas higher education institutions for prospective students. The Texas
Higher Education Coordinating Board’s (THECB) mission is to provide leadership and
coordination for Texas higher education and to promote access, affordability, quality, success,
and cost efficiency to help students secure postsecondary credentials (THECB, 2020a). To help
implement this mission, the initiative 60x30TX was developed. The 60x30TX goal states that
60% of Texans between the ages of 25 and 34 will have a certification or bachelor’s degree by
2030 (60x30TX.com, 2020). In 2020, only 42% of young Texans between the ages of 25 and 34
had an associate degree or higher (60x30TX.com, 2020).
Background of the Study
An increase in postsecondary enrollment efforts falls to the universities and community
colleges. This study focused on an academic partnership between Texas Northeast University
(TNU; pseudonym) and East Texas Community College (ETCC; pseudonym). This partnership
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was developed in 1999 under the leadership of the University System (US; pseudonym) and the
THECB. The purpose of this partnership was to place qualified teachers in rural areas of Texas
through the community college pipeline. This academic partnership encourages students to
graduate from ETCC with an associate’s degree and then complete a bachelor’s degree on the
ETCC campus through TNU. According to TNU historical documents, over the course of the
partnership, TNU has added the following bachelor’s degrees that can be achieved on the ETCC
campus through TNU faculty: Bachelor of Science in Interdisciplinary Studies (teacher
certification programs), Bachelor of Applied Arts and Sciences, Bachelor of Business
Administration, Bachelor of General Studies, Bachelor of Science in Nursing, and Bachelor of
Science in Math. The addition of these degrees was an effort to increase enrollment within the
two entities.
The partnership between TNU and ETCC initially increased student enrollment;
however, the numbers have declined over the past 10 years. According to trends noted in the
document—“2019 TNU at ETCC Enrollment”—in Spring 2019, the partnership served 182 TNU
students on the ETCC campus; however, in 2010, the partnership served 230 students. Since
2010, the enrollment trends revealed a slight, but consistent decrease in the number of university
students served on the ETCC campus (Appendix A). In Spring 2020, the TNU at ETCC program
numbers dropped to 137 students (Appendix A). Growth has stagnated for ETCC and TNU
programs at the ETCC campus.
The focus of this study addressed ETCC students transferring to TNU and the barriers
these students faced in transferring as well as the services needed to ease the transfer process.
The declining number of community college students transferring to universities in the region
could hurt the Northeast Texas region’s economic development and affect the well-being of
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individuals in the area. Understanding the barriers these ETCC students faced in transferring to
TNU could help institutional leaders put practices in place that help support transfer students in
the completion of a bachelor’s degree. According to Texas State Senator Bryan Hughes for
District #1, “The TNU and ETCC partnership will continue to open doors of opportunity for the
Northeast Texas area. I’m thankful for the great work they do (B. Hughes, personal
communication, October 24, 2016).”
Statement of the Problem
Community colleges in the United States are essential to the higher education landscape,
but questions often arise regarding community college students’ aptitude and preparedness to
transfer to baccalaureate institutions (Aulck & West, 2017). Enrollment at universities and
community colleges has increased greatly, particularly at community colleges (Rosenbaum et al.,
2016). Forty-four percent of undergraduate students begin at a community college; however,
these students face hurdles in continuing their educational journeys at four-year universities
(Nuñez & Yoshimi, 2017).
Identifying the barriers and struggles transfer students endure when moving from the
community college to a university could help postsecondary practitioners put practices in place
to help transfer students have a more successful university experience (Nuñez & Yoshimi, 2017).
Nuñez and Yoshimi’s study found that universities should have clear academic pathways,
supportive academic advisors, and help for students to understand their purpose at the university
regarding their degree plan. The lack of cooperative agreements between institutions, common
course numbering, and articulation guides are barriers for community college transfer students
(LaSota & Zumeta, 2016). Communication between the university and community college
leadership is essential in having a thriving and robust partnership (Patton, 2017).
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The declining number of community college students transferring to universities in
Northeast Texas indicates that the region could face a future of decreased incomes, opportunities,
and resources (THECB, 2020b). The attainment of a degree in higher education is needed more
than ever due to the 2008 recession (60x30TX.com, 2019). This is alarming because Texas
college rates are not where they need to be in order to be competitive in a globally driven
workforce (60x30TX.com, 2019).
According to Yells, a higher education administrator at TNU, “Northeast Texas ranks
near the bottom in state rankings of economic health and educational attainment. At the
individual level, higher levels of education predict higher income, better physical and mental
health, and greater life expectancy” (D. Yells, personal communication, April 9, 2020). A
bachelor’s degree holder contributes $278,000 more to local economies than an average high
school diploma holder (D. Yells, personal communication, April 9, 2020). An associate degree
holder contributes $81,000 more to local economies than a high school graduate (D. Yells,
personal communication, April 9, 2020). With the demands of a global workforce, associate and
bachelor graduates are needed so that the state can be competitive.
Purpose of the Study
In this qualitative research study, I explored the barriers that community college
graduates face in transferring to four-year universities. I also examined possible solutions to
these transfer barriers. The study occurred in rural Northeast Texas and consisted of interviewing
community college graduates regarding transfer obstacles and needed services to aid in the
transfer process. This study could help Texas university leaders understand and eliminate these
obstacles for students. Consequently, the THECB 60x30 initiative for the Upper East Texas
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region that states 60% of students between the ages of 18 and 34 will receive a certificate or
college degree by 2030 (THECB, 2020a) will be served as well.
Research Questions
RQ1. According to East Texas Community College transfer students, what are the
barriers to a successful transfer to a four-year university?
RQ2. According to East Texas Community College transfer students, what type of
collegiate services are needed to support the successful transfer to a four-year university?
Definition of Key Terms
Academic advisor. An academic advisor is a senior faculty member or staff of the
student’s major or program of study assigned to advise a student about the course choices and
degree requirements (CollegeTransfer.Net, 2019).
Articulation. An articulation is a formal document produced when two or more
academic institutions follow a process leading to a partnership to provide a formal pathway for
transfer students (CollegeTransfer.Net, 2019).
Associate degree. An associate degree is a degree granted by an institution after the
satisfactory completion of a two-year program of study. This type of degree includes the
Associate of Arts, the Associate of Science, and the Associate of Applied Science
(CollegeTransfer.Net, 2019).
Bachelor’s (Baccalaureate) degree. A bachelor’s degree is a degree granted by an
institution after the satisfactory completion of a four-year program of study. The most common
are the Bachelor of Arts and the Bachelor of Science (CollegeTransfer.Net, 2020).
Institutional agents. A person who is not a family member and has a high status,
authority, and resources in the hierarchal system of an organization or community (Stanton-
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Salazar, 2011). These individuals can use their status, authority, and resources to help others gain
access to high-status opportunities (Stanton-Salazar, 2011).
Nontraditional student. Nontraditional students tend to be older, have been out of
school for at least five or more years and are employed in a professional capacity, although they
might currently be undergoing a career transition (White, 2000).
Northeast Texas or Upper East Texas Region. The Northeast Texas (Upper East
Texas) region is the upper east corner of Texas and is predominantly rural. The counties of
Northeast Texas are Bowie, Camp, Cass, Delta, Franklin, Hopkins, Lamar, Morris, Upshur, and
Titus and have a degree attainment rate of 24%. These counties are located in District 1 in Texas,
and the population for District 1 in Texas is 834,468 (Lumina Foundation, 2019b).
Pathway. Pathway refers to courses in a suggested order to transfer to an academic
degree (Falvo, 2010).
Receiving institution. A receiving institution is an institution that offers the program of
study a student wants to complete and evaluates and awards transfer credit (CollegeTransfer.Net,
2020).
Residency requirement. Residency requirements refer to the specific number of credits
an institution requires the student to complete at that institution to graduate and earn a degree
(CollegeTransfer.Net, 2020).
Traditional student. A traditional student is a recent college graduate that has never
been employed in their chosen career field (White, 2000; Durant & Taggart, 1985).
Transfer agreement. A transfer agreement is a formal agreement between sending and
receiving institutions about how the receiving institution will articulate the coursework from the
sending institution and award course credit. It guarantees that the transfer student who completes
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a program of study from the sending institution will be guaranteed admission with junior-level
standing (Study USA, 2019).
Transfer shock. Transfer shock refers to the tendency of students transferring from one
institution of higher education to another to experience a temporary dip in grade point average
during the first or second semester at the new institution (Thurmond, 2007).
Transfer student. A transfer student is one who begins his or her college academic
career at one institution, earns some credits through completion of coursework, and then decides
for any reason to transfer to a different school to finish their education (Study.com, 2020).
Transfer student capital. Transfer student capital is support for or abilities of transfer
students. Examples include academic counseling, faculty counseling, staff validation, faculty
interaction, financial aid, mentor relationship, the student’s coping style, learning and study
skills, and motivation (Moser, 2012).
2+2 plans. 2+2 plans are academic degree plans from community college to university
where students graduate with an associate degree and then a bachelor’s degree (Study in the
USA, 2019).
Vertical transfer. Townsend (2001) defines vertical transfers as students who begin at a
two-year institution and transfer to a four-year institution with or without an associate degree (as
cited in Taylor & Jain, 2017).
Summary
Approximately 80% of community college students hope they can transfer to a university
to earn their bachelor’s degree, but in reality, only 15% successfully transfer to a four-year
university and graduate in six years (Bowem, 2019). The purpose of this study was to examine
the barriers that community college graduates from ETCC faced in successfully transferring to a
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four-year university and to look at possible solutions for overcoming them. These barriers have
contributed to a decrease in university enrollments and degrees granted. This declining number
of community college students transferring to regional universities in Northeast Texas could
potentially have a negative impact on regional economic development and individual well-being,
and it does not bode well for the THECB’s 60x30 state goal (60x30TX.com, 2020).
Texas is at a turning point for degree completion, and there is much work to be done in
ensuring all Texans have access to higher education in completing a bachelor’s degree. If Texas
is to remain competitive in the global workforce and improve its communities, it will be
important for higher education leaders to understand the obstacles community college students
are facing in earning bachelor’s degrees. By understanding the barriers, staff can support
students in overcoming those obstacles. Since Texas is known to be bigger and better due to its
size, perhaps higher education practitioners can serve prospective students in bigger and better
ways to earn and complete a bachelor’s degree.
The following chapter presents a review of the literature. The literature review focuses on
the need for postsecondary education, national and Texas-based efforts, community college
demographics, statistics, and barriers students experience during their transfer experience.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
Only 20% of Texas eighth-grade students in 2006 graduated from college by 2017
(THECB, 2020a). This is alarming, because in 12 years, 60% of Texans will need a certificate or
degree to help the state stay competitive in the global economy (THECB, 2020b). Changes are
critical if students are going to be successful in college degree completion. According to
Maliszewski-Lukszo and Hayes (2020), “Seventy-five percent of first-year, first-time community
college students aim to complete a baccalaureate degree; only one-quarter of these students go on
to transfer, and only 14% complete a bachelor’s degree” (p. 32).
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to explore and identify the barriers
community college graduates in Northeast Texas encountered in transferring to universities to
complete their bachelor’s degrees. Additionally, I provide some possible solutions to these
barriers. Understanding the unique challenges transfer students experience could help
community college and university leaders improve transfer policies from the community college
to the university (Hlinka et al., 2015).
This chapter includes a review of the literature on the transfer-process barriers that
students encounter and the possible solutions to those barriers. The chapter begins with the
background and conceptual framework that guided this study. It is followed by the way the
United States and Texas are responding to the demand for postsecondary education. The
literature review addresses the purposes and roles of community colleges and the barriers that
students face when they are transferring to a four-year university. The review explores strategies
that community colleges and universities implement with the intent of alleviating the burden of
these barriers. Best practices from successful transfers are discussed. The literature review ends
with a review of changes that are needed in the transfer process and a summary.
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The strategy for my literature search included using the distance educational portal at
ACUs Brown Library. I used databases, such as EBSCO, ProQuest Digital Dissertations, SAGEprovided articles, Science Direct, research reports, and texts related to the study’s key terms.
These key terms for search purposes were community colleges, transfer students, transfer shock,
transfer student capital, community college student barriers, and degree articulation
agreements.
Background on the Importance of Education in Texas
Texas has a strong history for the support of higher education. Many of Texas’s founders
were instrumental in the organization of higher education in Texas. In 1838, Texas was still a
republic. President Mirabeau Buonaparte Lamar was famous for his speech on why higher
education in Texas is critical in building a strong and prosperous state, and he was known as the
“Father of Texas Education” (Matthews, 2018). President Lamar did not attend college; he was a
self-taught individual (Matthews, 2018). He and several founders of Texas started the
Philosophical Society of Texas whose purpose was to discuss issues facing the state and build an
educational system in Texas (Matthews, 2018). The first vice president of this organization was
Ashbel Smith, who advocated for Texas to underwrite education for every child in Texas, and for
women and African Americans to have access to education (Matthews, 2018). Indeed, Texas has
a long history of making higher education a priority. As cited in Matthews (2018), President
Lamar stated in his address, “Education is the subject in which every citizen, and especially
every parent, feels a deep and lively concern. A cultivated mind is the guardian genius of
democracy” (p. 16).
This historical support is still prevalent in Texas. In the autumn of 2019, Texas appointed
a new commissioner of Texas higher education, Harrison Keller. Keller, in his inaugural address,
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stressed the need to help remove barriers for adult learners and transfer students regardless of
their race, ethnicity, or income (Keller, 2019). Commissioner Keller’s leadership goals included
the THECB working closely with Texas higher education institutions to provide clearer
pathways for students and advisors. He believed the future competitiveness of Texas would
depend on how well Texas unlocked the potential of high school and college students, adult
learners, faculty, and higher education leaders (Keller, 2019). Keller and his leadership team
provided a more transparent and flexible pathway to higher educational opportunities and highvalue credentials.
The Need for Postsecondary Education
The need for postsecondary education has changed. The United States has gone from an
industrial economy to a “knowledge-based society” (Lumina Foundation, 2019a). This
knowledge-based society has created an even stronger need for a post-high school education
degree (Lumina Foundation, 2019a). The student population at American universities has
changed dramatically as well. The majority of students in higher education institutions are older,
working full-time, and have families (Merisotis & O’Connell, 2019). According to the Lumina
Foundation (2019b), “The vast majority of jobs created since the “Great Recession” require
education beyond high school, and that trend shows no sign of abating” (p. 1). The data indicated
that only half of Americans between the ages of 25–64 hold a credential beyond high school
(Lumina Foundation, 2019a). These data are concerning, particularly as it relates to job
attainment and financial sustainability for those not receiving a postsecondary degree.
USA Response
American workers need to be more skilled and educated now than ever before in this
global workforce. The United States is facing an urgent and growing need to ensure that at least
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60% of Americans earn a college degree, workforce certificate, industry certificate, or other
high-quality credential by 2025 (Lumina Foundation, 2019a). Education beyond high school is
necessary for the American worker to be competitive in today’s job market. The Lumina
Foundation (2019a) reported, “We work to ensure that, by 2025, 60% of Americans will hold a
credential beyond high school; a quality credential that prepares people for informed citizenship
and economic success” (p. 1). While degree attainment has grown in the United States, in order
to meet the high demands of future jobs, higher degree attainment is needed. The national
average for degree attainment is 48.4% and has grown by 10% since 2008 (Lumina Foundation,
2019a). The Lumina Foundation reported that
we need a comprehensive system for learning beyond high school, one built on the
expectation that every American will earn a credential. It must be a system in which all
learning is recognized . . . a system that is explicitly designed to meet students’ needs. (p.
1)
The need for postsecondary education is more ubiquitous than ever as the American workforce
strives to compete in a global economy.
The challenge in education centers not so much on access to postsecondary education as
on degree attainment. More Americans are going to college than ever before, but students face
unprecedented challenges (Hess, 2017). Hess (2017) stated the following:
Over 44 million Americans collectively hold more than $1.4 trillion in student loan debt,
and only 54.8% of students graduate in six years. This means that millions of Americans
are taking on thousands of dollars in debt without a diploma to show for it. (para. 1)
Postsecondary institutes should consider redesigning their support systems to help students attain
their degrees. Veney and Sugimota (2017) suggested that community colleges should move from
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a model that promotes access to enrollment to one that supports access to completion. Providing
access to higher education is only part of the battle toward gaining a degree.
Texas Response
Currently, Texas has a higher education degree attainment rate of 43.6%, compared to
California that has 49.7%, and the national rate of 48.4% (Lumina Foundation, 2019a). Degree
attainment for Texas has increased by 10.3% since 2008 (Lumina Foundation, 2019a). The state
still has work to do to ensure Texans complete a bachelor’s degree and compete with the national
average of 48.4%.
Community colleges and universities are encouraged by the Texas legislature to work
together in their marketing campaigns to increase bachelor’s degree opportunities for transfer
students from the community college (THECB, 2020a). The THECB defined this initiative as a
roadmap to encourage and secure higher education attainment. The 60x30 goal is that by 2030, at
least 60% of Texans ages 25–34 will have a certificate or degree (THECB, 2020a). The four
goals of 60x30 are the following:
1. Educated Population: 60% of the population between the ages of 25–34 will earn a
degree or certificate.
2. Completion: By 2030, at least 550,00 students in that year will complete a certificate,
associate, or undergraduate degree in higher education institutions in Texas.
3. Marketable Skills: All graduates from Texas higher education institutions will have
completed programs with marketable skills.
4. Student Debt: Undergraduate student debt will not exceed 60% of the first-year wage
for graduates of Texas public institutions. (THECB, 2020a)
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The THECB is confident that these goals are attainable. One way to achieve these goals
is organized collaboration between community colleges and four-year universities. THECB
Commissioner Keller, in his 2019 State of Higher Education Address, emphasized the need for
support for all learners in Texas. He stated that
we need to work together across institutional boundaries so all students, regardless of
race, ethnicity, or income, can fully participate in, benefit from, and contribute to the
future of Texas. We need clearer and more flexible pathways to high-quality educational
opportunities and high-value credentials. (p. 8)
With the support of the THECB and postsecondary administrators, these clearer and more
flexible pathways can help remove barriers for transfer students.
Northeast Texas. Northeast Texas includes the following counties: Bowie, Camp, Cass,
Delta, Franklin, Hopkins, Lamar, Morris, Titus, and Upshur. Collectively, the degree attainment
rate of this region is 25.4% (Lumina Foundation, 2019b). The TNU degree attainment rate is
23% below national degree attainment and 18.2% below the state of Texas degree attainment
rate (Lumina Foundation, 2019b). Significantly more work is needed in this region of Texas to
match degree attainment levels of the state and nation.
This study focused on the Northeast Texas area. This area has a total population of
841,245, while Texas has a population of 27,885,195 people (Texas Senate, 2020). These
demographics are important in understanding how to serve community college transfer students
in their transition. This Northeast Texas university and surrounding communities’ largest ethnic
groups are Whites, the rapidly growing Hispanic population, and African Americans, according
to the TNU demographics document from the TNU institutional effectiveness office. Currently,
the degree attainment rate in Texas for the Hispanic population is at 21.3%, and the highest
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degree attainment for race and ethnicity is Asian and Pacific Islander (67.9%), followed by
White (48.9%), American Indian (34.9%), and African American (34.6%) (Lumina Foundation,
2019a). Considering the ethnic composition of Texas, it is pertinent to ensure that all students
transferring to a university have access and opportunities.
Conceptual Framework
Conceptual frameworks provide a lens through which educators can develop research
questions, design research studies, provide educational interventions, assess outcomes, and
evaluate the impact of their work (Zackoff et al., 2019). The framework that guided this study
was transfer student capital and transfer shock. The research questions, data collection, data
analysis, and the findings reflect this.
Transfer Student Capital
The five significant concepts for transfer students’ transitions from community college to
a university are integration, involvement, environmental pull, capital, and transfer receptivity
(Bahr et al., 2013). These concepts are also referred to as transfer student capital. Laanan et al.
(2010) explained there are four factors associated with transfer student capital. Those four factors
include the following: “(a) student background and their reason for transferring to a university;
(b) community college learning experiences; (c) university experiences regarding how transfer
students perceive universities, interaction with university faculty, and how universities stereotype
transfer students; and (d) academic counseling and other academic support for transfer students”
(as cited in Maliszewski-Lukszo & Hayes, 2020, p. 35). Transfer student capital is how students
direct their way from the community college to university (Laanan et al., 2010).
To understand transfer student capital, it is critical to understand the term social capital,
and how it correlates with transfer student capital:
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Social capital is the aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are linked to
possession of a durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual
acquaintance and recognition—or in other words, to membership in a group—which
provides each of its members with the backing of the collectivity-owned capital, a
credential which entitles them to credit, in the various senses of the word. (Bourdieu,
1986, pp. 248–249)
In summary, social capital is having trusting relationships within a group that provides
opportunities for the members. Transfer student capital and social capital correlate to one another
as transfer student capital influences the success of a community college student’s path to the
university, which is based on a trusting relationship.
According to Museus and Neville (2012), “The concepts of social capital, trust, and
closure can be useful in understanding the impact that institutional agents can and do have on the
experiences and outcomes of college students of color” (p. 437). Social capital and institutional
agents play a critical role in the lives of students, and especially first-generation college students,
students from diverse backgrounds, and students that do not have strong family or spousal
support during their college experiences.
College social capital is important for first-generation college students and unrepresented
groups as they are not as likely to receive support at home for attending college and are more
likely to drop out of college (Chen & Starobin, 2019). Chen and Starobin reported that
community colleges need to target and involve first-generation college students and minority
groups to encourage building college relationships among peers. Institutional agents at both the
community college and university are essential in building transfer student capital by helping
transfer students steer from community college life to university life. Without caring and
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supportive university institutional agents, many transfer students would fall through the
academic cracks and not complete bachelor’s degrees.
In addition, faculty have a vital role in the realm of student capital by serving as
institutional agents for transfer students. Institutional agent support is necessary for transfer
students to have a successful experience from the community college culture to university
culture. According to Mangan (2020), studies by the Center for Evaluation and Educational
Effectiveness found “microaggressions and stereotypes transfer students face at researchintensive universities” (p. 17). Faculty can serve as a link between the university and the student
in identifying these issues and help circumvent them.
Transfer students value interaction with faculty. This interaction occurs through
classroom discussion, e-mail discussion, and outside classroom experiences known as
experiential learning (Zilvinskis & Dumford, 2018). Dowd et al. (2013) found that institutional
agents, including faculty at four-year universities, were essential in providing security and
validation through their relationship with first-year college students in helping students feel they
belong. McCallen and Johnson (2019) found that 70.6% of college students attributed their
college success to an institutional agent, such as a professor (55.9%) or advisor (14.1%). Dowd
et al. (2013) found that particular transfer agents impacted students at two-year institutions and
four-year institutions.
According to Maliszewski-Lukszo and Hayes (2020), social capital and social networks
were also found to be critical for transfer student success. Student social networks, such as
student organizations or learning communities, can impact a student’s college learning
experience. Many larger institutions (both community colleges and universities) offer transfer
student organizations or adult learning communities to provide student capital opportunities to
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support transfer and adult learners. Transfer student capital is critical to the success of a transfer
student’s academic journey in becoming a university graduate.
Transfer Shock
Historically, community college research has focused on the academic performance of
transfer students and the concept of transfer shock (Maliszewski-Lukszo & Hayes, 2020). The
term transfer shock was used in 1965 to describe the initial adjustment students experience in
enrolling in a four-year institution (Maliszewski-Lukszo & Hayes, 2020). Ivins et al. (2017)
reported that recent studies have expanded the definition of transfer shock to include the
academic and social factors that contribute to attrition and lack of degree persistence.
Research supporting transfer shock began in 1928 and has continued (MaliszewskiLukszo & Hayes, 2020). When students face a period of transition to a new college or university,
they experience culture and transfer shock that hinders them in completing their degrees (Ivins et
al., 2017). In contradiction, Eells’ foundational research (1927) demonstrated that 510 junior
college transfers performed better than native/traditional students, and more transfer students
graduated with honors. Bean and Metzner (1985) argued that
transfer students do not fit the traditional student expectations and cannot be retained
using traditional schools of thought; thus, models of nontraditional student retention have
been formulated to address the perceived weaknesses of existing student retention
models. (p. 36)
As more transfer students transition from community college to a university setting, university
administrators need to be cognizant of the outcomes transfer shock can cause transfer students
and how it can impact retention efforts concerning these students.
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According to Maliszewski-Lukszo and Hayes (2020), “There is far more variability in
transfer shock depending on the academic rigor of the new university students’ academic major,
and when students transfer, the students’ age, gender, race, or ethnicity” (para. 3). They also
discovered that many students felt the advising they received was inadequate because it was too
general and did not address their specific advising requirements. Postsecondary institutions
should consider training their advisors on the needs and insecurities of transfer students and
students from diverse backgrounds to help these students transition well to university culture.
Many transfer students face transfer shock at the university, and university leadership should
determine best practices and student support models in aiding transfer students.
Faculty members from both community colleges and universities have an essential role in
ensuring that community college students have a successful experience moving from the
community college to university (Thurston, 2020). This includes students who experience
transfer shock. Thurston (2020) proposed that “college and university faculty members can guest
lecture in community college courses, setting aside time to talk about transfer opportunities and
processes at their four-year institutions” and “build . . . relationships with the colleagues whose
students we hope will transfer to our institutions” (Thurston, 2020, para. 9). When faculty
members from both institutions work together, it benefits completion rates for transfer students.
When transfer students are given the opportunity to thrive in a university classroom, many are
successful and surprise university professors. Joshua Wyner, executive director of the Aspen
Institute’s College Excellence Program claimed the following:
Invariably, you’ll have professors who are skeptical, but when you get these students into
the classroom, they do at least as well as those who had been spoon-fed, and didn’t have
the same life experiences and expect to get A’s. (Mangan, 2020, p. 35)
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Veronica Fematt, a researcher with California State University at Long Beach, was a
transfer student, and transfer shock hit her hard when she transferred to the University of
California at Los Angeles from Rio Hondo College (Mangan, 2020). According to Mangan
(2020), Fematt said, “She felt like a foreigner coming and invading spaces when she transferred
to a university” (p. 17). In her research, she interviewed 40 transfer students at the University of
California-Santa Barbara on transfer shock, and several reported they did not feel at home until
they found a network of peers (Mangan, 2020). One student commented on the first day of class
when the professor asked how many “were transfer students from community college and to
raise their hands” (Mangan, 2020, p. 17). The professor continued to say that his class would be
a lot harder and that “this wasn’t a community college” (Mangan, 2020, p. 17). Transfer shock is
a barrier for transfer students transitioning from community colleges. University administrators
should be aware of it and consider strategies to ensure students do not suffer due to the transition
to university courses and culture.
Community Colleges
In 1896, the president of the University of Chicago suggested dividing the college into
junior- and senior-level courses with transfer agreements with high schools (Kintzer, 1996). As
early as 1907, a college certificate program was started by the University of California-Berkeley
(UCB) where high school students could complete two years or 45 semester credit hours from
UCB while in high school (Kintzer, 1996). Soon after this in the 1900s, community colleges
were established with the primary function of building a foundation to transfer to a four-year
university (Cohen et al., 2014). The original vision was for students to attend a “junior college”
for general education credit and to transfer to a four-year university to focus on major course
work (Brint & Karabel, 1989; Cohen et al., 2014). Community colleges offered students the
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opportunity to save money, prepare for transfer to a four-year college, get ready for a career, try
out college, and take advantage of a flexible schedule (College Board, 2020). Community
colleges were the first point of access to higher education. The American Association of
Community Colleges (AACC, 2020) reported that 44% of all undergraduate college students are
enrolled at a community college.
Community colleges play a vital role in higher education. For many students, they offer
open, affordable access to postsecondary education (Long & Kurlaender, 2008). According to
Long and Kurlaender (2008), “Nearly half of all undergraduates at public institutions attend
community colleges, and low-income, minority, and first-generation students are more likely to
attend community colleges than four-year institutions” (p. 1). The cost of attending a community
college is significantly lower than the cost of attending a university. Starting at a community
college can reduce the total cost of a bachelor’s degree for students (Long & Kurlaender, 2008).
Students beginning at community colleges also have the opportunity to advance their educational
opportunities by improving their academic transcripts, increasing their likelihood of getting into
a quality university (Long & Kurlaender, 2008).
Community colleges serve diverse populations. They serve a population of students that
are adult learners and only want to pursue personal enrichment or professional development
classes for personal growth. Some traditional-age students often start at a community college to
experiment with the idea of higher education and determine if higher education is the best route
for them (Grubb, 1991). Many community college students seek workforce classes, such as
automotive trades, cosmetology, computer sciences, and welding, to enhance their career skills
and find better employment opportunities. Community colleges also serve students with different
academic and professional development goals. Though these populations are not concerned with
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the transfer process, understanding their role in the community college helps to understand the
community college culture.
Two types of students make up the community college population: nontraditional and
traditional students. Nontraditional students are defined as students that are 25 years or older and
considered to be one or more of the following: a veteran, active military, a single parent, work
full-time or part-time, a mid-career professional, financially independent, or have family
responsibilities (National Center for Education Statistics, 1996). Traditional students are between
the ages of 18 and 22 and do not have a full-time job or family responsibilities (National Center
for Education Statistics, 1996). Many traditional students are dependent upon their parents or
guardians for financial support and still may work part-time. Traditional students may also have
nontraditional student characteristics as they may work full-time, have family obligations, or be
financially independent. Both nontraditional and traditional students may be full-time or parttime students that are degree or nondegree seeking.
The demographics are multifaceted in community college settings across America.
According to a joint report from the Association of Community College Trustees and the
American Association of Community Colleges (ACCT/AACC, 2020), the total community
college student population in 2020 was 6.8 million. Of that number, 4.4 million or 64% were
part-time students, and 2.4 million or 36% were full-time. The specific demographics of students
enrolled in community colleges in the United States in 2020 were as follows: Hispanic (26%),
African American (13%), White (45%), Asian or Pacific Islander (6%), and two or more races
(4%) (AACC, 2020). The Texas community college demographics represent a different
composition: Hispanic (45%), White (31%), African American (13%), other (8%), and
international (3%) (Texas Public Higher Education Almanac, 2019). Community college
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students represent the following age brackets nationally: 40% between the ages of 22 and 39,
10% over the age of 40, and 37% age 21 or younger (AACC, 2020).
The AACC (2020) reported that, nationally, females represent 57% of the community
college student population compared to males at 43%. First-year college students represent 29%
of community college students. Veterans represent 5% of the community college student
population. Single mothers represent 15%, and students with disabilities represent 20% of the
community college student population (AACC, 2020). Also, 62% of full-time community
college students work full-time, while 72% of part-time community college students work fulltime (AACC, 2020). The student population is diverse and complex across community colleges
in America.
Nearly two million students enter higher education through community colleges each
year, and 80% of those students indicate that they intend to transfer to earn a bachelor’s degree.
However, only one-third of community college students transfer to a four-year institution, and
ultimately, fewer than 15% complete a bachelor’s degree within six years (Xu et al., 2018).
While community college students want to earn bachelor’s degrees, many transfer students face
obstacles such as lack of support that prevent them from doing so. Xu et al. (2018) also reported
that low income or first-generation college students do not receive adequate support in
completing their bachelor’s degrees. Bailey et al. (2015) found that, whereas most community
college students’ express interest in transferring to a baccalaureate degree, only a small portion
succeeds in doing so.
Barriers for Transfer Students
As stated earlier, the majority of students that enter higher education through community
colleges each year state that they intend to earn a bachelor’s degree; however, only a small
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percentage transfer and do so. There are many reasons why students are not successfully
transferring. These reasons include personal and structural barriers, such as financial concerns,
social concerns, limited information, and the lack of coordination between two-year and fouryear institutions (Long & Kurlaender, 2008).
Personal Barriers
Several individual factors hinder students who desire to transfer to a four-year institution.
One main concern is the cost of attending a four-year university. According to Bowen et al.
(2009), “Students who transfer from community colleges to universities are more likely to be
from lower-income families than are students who enter higher education through four-year
institutions” (p. 140). Accepting this fact, it is important to realize that this population is less
likely to succeed in transfer programs than those from higher-income families (Clotfelter et al.,
2013). This lack of success is supported by findings from Anderson et al. (2006) that the
administrative costs of transferring to a four-year university may be exceedingly prohibitive for
many students.
Community college students are affected by other personal issues and barriers that
challenge them in the transfer process. Developmental education, family and work
responsibilities, and the lack of integration into college life are some of these issues and barriers
(Bailey et al., 2009; Horn & Nevill, 2006; Tinto, 1993). Another issue that community college
students experience is the nontraditional patterns of attendance. Nontraditional patterns of
attendance are late entry to the program, part-time enrollment, working full-time and going to
college, and dropping out of the program for periods of time (Grubb, 1991). The unstructured
leniency of these nontraditional attendance patterns could weaken the student’s progression in
preparing for the expectations at a four-year university (Grubb, 1991). The motivation of the
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transferring student is also a concern. The transfer process includes strong screening
mechanisms, and only the strongest and most motivated community college students ever arrive
on a four-year institution’s campus (Jenkins & Fink, 2016). Community college students face
these personal barriers in their effort to attain a degree when transferring to a university.
Structural Barriers
There are several structural barriers that can prohibit a community college student from
transferring to a four-year institution. Critical issues for transfer students are opaque transfer
polices, insufficient information related to credit transfer, lack of support, lack of streamlined
pathways, and inadequate student support for transfer students (Schudde et al., 2020). Often,
transfer students do not receive the type of support that full-time freshmen often receive
(Townsend & Wilson, 2006). Because transfer students come from different backgrounds and are
considered nontraditional or adult learners, more assistance and programs need to be included in
retention models for supporting transfer students in degree completion (Monroe, 2006). Due to
these different backgrounds, structures should be in place at the community college that support
transfer students regarding transfer policies, transfer credit, student support, and streamlined
pathways that are targeted specifically for them.
Students from diverse and disadvantaged backgrounds often do not have the enrollment
information on applying to colleges, such as admissions standards and financial aid standards at
a four-year institution (Hilmer, 1998). A part of the transfer process from the community college
to university is the transferring of credits from institution to institution. Problems with credit
mobility, or the transfer of credits from a sending to a receiving institution, can be another barrier
to degree completion for community college students (Doyle, 2006; Monaghan & Attewell,
2015). Hodara et al. (2017) reported this same problem:
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Problems with credit mobility may also result in transfer students receiving elective credit
instead of academic program credit for their community college courses, because transfer
credits do not apply to a major or degree program, which is referred to as degree program
credit loss because students lose credits that they expected to apply toward a degree. (p.
333)
This loss of credit can be a deterrent for community college students wanting to complete
bachelor’s degrees.
Mann Levesque (2018) reported that it is not the lack of aspiration of community college
students that hinder them, but that too many barriers stand in the way for these students to
achieve their academic goals. Community colleges and universities that provide clearer pathways
and address structural barriers that exist from enrollment to graduation would help reduce some
of the motivational hurdles that students face (Mann Levesque, 2018).
Strategies for Transfer Success
Community college students encounter a number of challenges on their paths to receiving
baccalaureate degrees (Umbach et al., 2019). The success of a student’s transfer process falls on
the combined efforts of the community college and the accepting university. To help with this
transition to four-year institutions, students should have information and support structures in
place to connect their community college experiences to the four-year environment (Laanan et
al., 2010; Rhine et al., 2000). The investigation into strategies for transfer success can aid
community colleges and universities in their efforts to remove barriers.
Community College and University Partnerships
The creation of university and community college partnerships is a strategy for transfer
success. More universities and community colleges are collaborating to produce higher education
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partnerships to serve and support transfer students. These partnerships consist of agreements
between both entities to secure a seamless transition for the community college student into the
cooperating university. The ultimate goal is for the student to earn an associate’s degree first
from the community college and then a bachelor’s degree from a four-year institution. In some
cases, the students could complete their bachelor’s degree on the community college campus.
These partnerships make a smooth transfer process a priority. The partnership model provides
many benefits, and the literature includes a few studies on the effectiveness of these two- and
four-year institutions working in partnerships to support transfer student success (Fink &
Jenkins, 2017).
To facilitate the transition of transfer students, university and community college
practitioners should understand the obstacles that transfer students are facing. Improving transfer
outcomes requires a strong commitment from administrators to support transfer students, faculty,
and staff at both the community college and four-year university (Wyner et al., 2016).
Partnerships between university and community colleges should align their partnership efforts
and best practices with advising and student support as the foundation to ensure a seamless
transition for the pathway from an associate’s degree to a bachelor’s degree. A true testament of
successful transfer partnerships is the significant efforts spent by administrators and faculty
leaders to establish and reinforce the importance of transfer students at both institutions (Wyner
et al., 2016). When transfer students are made a priority by both institutions and both institutions
have strong transfer model structures in place, a high level of trust and open and honest lines of
communication within and between institutions develops (Wyner et al., 2016). The authors of the
Aspen Institute Playbook (2016) suggest three essential practices to support strong community
college and university partnerships:
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1. Communicate transfer as a key component of the institution’s mission.
2. Share data to increase understanding of the need to improve transfer student outcomes
and the benefits of doing so.
3. Dedicate significant resources to support transfer student success. (p. 2)
When faculty, staff, and leaders from the community college and university work together in
making transfer students a priority and put solid infrastructure systems in place to support
transfer students, the best partnership emerges.
Research from Ignash and Townsend (2000) found that certain principles should guide
community college and university partnerships. They established these seven guiding principles
in their research:
1. Parity among two-year institutions and four-year colleges;
2. parity of students with equal treatment for both natives and transfer students;
3. faculty, as the content area experts, with primary responsibility for statewide
articulation agreements;
4. articulation agreements for students who transfer without an associate’s degree;
5. agreements in specific program majors, as well as the transfer of major
program courses;
6. private colleges and universities included in statewide articulation agreements; and
7. data-driven evaluation evidence to judge how well statewide articulation agreements
are working. (pp. 2–3)
Developing retention plans could benefit transfer students transferring from community
colleges to universities (Luo et al., 2007). Transfer students benefit significantly from
community college and university partnerships that form into a collaboration where students
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receive support from mentors, librarians, faculty, and administration (Young-Walker & Okpala,
2017). Leadership from both institutions should consider management and retention plans in
building strong community college and university partnerships.
For community colleges and universities to remove barriers for transfer students, “both
institutions need to change how they serve students, both individually and in partnership with
one another” (Fink & Jenkins, 2017, p. 295). According to Bahr et al. (2013), “The community
college and the four-year institution should share responsibility for the outcomes of community
college transfer students” (p. 461). Working with transfer students can be challenging; however,
it can be rewarding to rise to the challenge with transfer students. As the old saying goes, “It
takes a village to raise a child.” In serving transfer students, it takes a transfer team to build
strong pathways for students from course sequence to academic advising and student support
(Schwienteck, 2018, para. 11).
Articulation Agreements
One major issue for transfer students is the loss of community college credit. Articulation
agreements can help reduce the frequency of this loss of credit by providing needed guidelines.
According to Morris and Cox (2016), many obstacles prevent students from completing the
transfer process, but one of the greatest is the loss of credits. The American Association of
Collegiate Registrars and Admissions Officers’ (AACRAO) Transfer Handbook (2016) reported
that, of all the students who transfer to four-year institutions, only 58% can transfer 90% or more
of their credits. The National Institute for the Study of Transfer Students recommended that
transfer-receiving institutions provide timely degree audits, preferably before enrollment, so that
students can make informed decisions prior to incurring a significant financial expense (Morris
& Cox, 2016).
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The issue of lost credits is a national issue for students and their families; it is also a
significant concern in Texas. Ninety-two percent of students that transfer from Alamo College in
San Antonio, Texas, to a university have 70 or more credits even though a minimum of 45
semester credit hours is required to transfer to the university (Smith, 2015). Cynthia TenienteMatson, president of Texas A&M University-San Antonio (2015), was cited by Smith (2015) in
the following article in Inside Higher Ed:
These students are almost sure to have their credit rejected because they are not taking
the upper-division courses that would go toward a four-year degree plan. At most
universities, it takes 100 to 130 units to earn a degree. Students with 80 to 90 units should
be 60% of the way toward a degree, but they are not, and they will run out of institutional
aid before they earn a degree. (p. 1)
Enrolling in a four-year university with excess hours can be prevented with guidance from both
entities. This loss of credit is a major issue for students, and the frustration this causes could lead
to transfer student attrition.
Articulation agreements could help reduce the occurrence of the loss of student credits.
Articulation agreements are formal agreements that identify the types of credits that transfer and
the conditions under which these transfers take place. These agreements have been widely touted
as an essential first step in providing broad access to the baccalaureate (Ignash & Townsend,
2000; Rifkin, 2000). An Ignash and Townsend (2001) study emphasized “the development and
ongoing maintenance of formal or official agreements related to course equivalencies, articulated
2 + 2 programs, legislative or state agency policies related to transfer, and perhaps statistical
reports about student transfer, persistence, and academic performance” (p. 3). The first principle
of parity among community colleges and four-year institutions is that they must both agree they

31
are equal partners in providing first-year students and sophomore-level undergraduate
coursework (Ignash & Townsend, 2001). Knoell (1990) believed that there should be parity
among institutions, and that should be the guiding principle in developing articulation
agreements.
Morris and Cox (2017) reported that Texas lacks clear pathways from the community
college to the university for the state as a whole. Pathways involve the use of articulation
agreements between the community college and the accepting university. Without pathways
from community college to bachelor’s degrees, millions of students, including women and
minorities, would not have access to earning a bachelor’s degree (Laanan et al., 2010). It is
increasingly important that transfer pathway agreements between two-year and four-year
colleges become transparent (Ignash & Townsend, 2000).
Several states do not have transfer policies and agreements in place to support students
transferring from the community college to the university (Durosko, 2017). The best guide for
these transfer students is designated academic pathways (Durosko, 2017). Ignash and Townsend
(2000) suggested that “a state’s master plan for public higher education typically supports twoyear colleges as the initial step in a students’ pathways to the baccalaureate” (p. 1). Several
scholars have argued that pre-advising pathways between two-year and four-year colleges are
necessary for student success (Maliszewski-Lukszo & Hayes, 2020). A critical component for
the success of transfer students is articulation and pathways, also called 2+2 plans, on course
work from the community college to university.
Community colleges and universities should work independently and together to create
clarity on advising efforts regarding the pathways that students should take (Wyner et al., 2016).
According to Mangan (2020), “Faculty and staff members at four-year colleges must get to know
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colleagues and students at their partner community colleges” (p. 33). Community faculty,
administrators, and advisors should work together with university advisors and administrators to
streamline academic pathways for better advising and align curriculum by providing degree
maps (Mangan, 2020). These degree maps guide students from the community college degree to
the university degree. This step clarifies the path to ensure community college students are ready
for upper-division courses (Mangan, 2020). Both institutions can do this through developed
major-specific pathways or transfer program maps, also called pathways or 2+2 plans (Wyner et
al., 2016). These maps include course prerequisites and extracurricular activities that transfer
students need to transfer to the four-year partner and earn a bachelor’s degree (Wyner et al.,
2016). Transfer students also need a sense of belonging, and practices need to be put in place to
help transfer students succeed (Mangan, 2020). Mangan (2020) suggested
the following steps to acclimate transfer students and provide a sense of belonging:
1. Make advising and orientation mandatory.
2. Universities should not assume they [transfer students] have been in college, and that
they do not need help.
3. Bring students to campus early and often before they transfer. (p. 18)
Having clear designated pathways and articulation agreements in place between the
community college and university is essential to a transfer student journey. Many community
college students have high aspirations, but many times do not have degree plan goals (Hodara et
al., 2017). The pathway and articulation agreements are the student’s guide and gateway from
community college to university.
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Community College and University Advising
While articulation agreements between the university and community college are
essential, student advising is also critical to a successful transition process for these students.
According to Wyner et al. (2016), “Often times, effective advising for transfer students requires
the hiring of new staff or reallocating existing staff time, but effective advising services are
essential to getting and keeping students on transfer pathways” (p. 13). This includes improving
the transfer process and often requires additional or repurposed personnel and financial aid as
well as the direction of new processes, all of which impose direct and opportunity costs (Wyner
et al., 2016). These changes yield tangible benefits for institutions and students that outweigh
their costs (Wyner et al., 2016).
Community college students should be taught to work with their advisors to ensure they
are making a seamless transition from the community college to university. This is crucial to
keep students from losing credit or being penalized for having an excessive amount of semester
credit hours. Carl Strikwerda, former president of Elizabethtown College in Pennsylvania, stated,
“With hands-on advising and strong transition programs, their [community college students’]
learning curve was much more rapid” (as cited in Mangan, 2020, p. 33). Community college
students are from diverse backgrounds and have different goals. For community college students
to achieve their goals, they need clear guidance and support for decision making in each stage of
the journey (Wyner et al., 2016). While it is not the transfer students’ fault, many students make
poor choices. Those poor choices can increase costs and reduce their chances of earning a
bachelor’s degree (Wyner et al., 2016). Students may not possess an understanding of college
processes; however, that does not mean students cannot develop or accumulate knowledge,
expertise, and skills to understand the transfer process (Laanan & Jain, 2016).
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Comprehensive advising from the community college and the universities is critical in the
transfer process. According to the Aspen Institute’s Transfer Playbook (2016), the best transfer
advising practices for community colleges include the following:
•

Clearly articulate students’ transfer options and help them determine, as early as
possible, their field of interest, major of study, and preferred transfer destination.

•

Continuously monitor student progress, provide frequent feedback, and intervene
quickly when students are off track.

•

Help students plan for and access the financial resources necessary to achieve their
goals. (p. 30)

While the community college has a critical role in advising transfer students, the
university has a pertinent role as well. According to the Aspen Institute’s Transfer Playbook
(2016), effective transfer advising in four-year colleges includes the following essential
practices:
1. Commit dedicated personnel, structures, and resources for transfer students.
2. Assign advisors and clearly communicate essential information to prospective
transfer students.
3. Strongly encourage transfer students to choose a major prior to transfer.
4. Replicate elements of the first-year experience for transfer students.
5. Exercise fairness in financial aid allocation. (p. 33)
Administrators from both the community college and university should work together
among staff and faculty in advising efforts to ensure community college graduates have more
opportunities to be successful in earning a bachelor’s degree. Leadership involvement and
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participation from both the community college and the university are crucial in transfer student
advising.
Transfer Institutional Agents
As mentioned in the conceptual framework, institutional agents are a vital source for
universities and community colleges in reducing transfer barriers. According to Dowd et al.
(2013), “A growing body of research points to the important role played by institutional agents in
facilitating college access and success for students from nondominant ethnic and low
socioeconomic status groups” (p. 1). Community college student support is often overlooked in
the transfer process. The research findings suggest that community college transfer students lack
support in successfully transitioning from community colleges to universities (Ignash &
Townsend, 2000). Transfer institutional agents can be a source of support for these students.
These agents provide a secure base and a psychological sense for low-status college students,
such as community college transfers (Dowd et al., 2013). Institutional agents assist in providing
transparent transfer processes that include admission requirements and pathways from the
community college to university. This process is critical for students to understand in order to
have a smooth transfer from a community college to a four-year institution.
Higher Education Advertising
Another strategy to help ease the transfer barrier issue is joint recruitments in advertising
and the media. For community college transfer students to have a successful experience,
universities should have an updated website with information on the transfer process, clear 2+2
plans/pathways or articulation agreements that are easy to read, and an approachable and
customer-focused transfer agent or advisor to support students (Nuñez & Yoshimi, 2017).
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Higher education advertising is critical in successfully promoting academic programs in
recruitment efforts to prospective students (Tucciarone, 2008). Advertising efforts should include
specific advertising strategies targeted at recruiting transfer students (Tucciarone, 2008). One
strategy in advertising is to include insights from key influencers, such as teachers, counselors,
and coaches, because advertising with key influencers motivates students to decide their
academic goals (Tucciarone, 2008). Many of these key influencers were also once transfer
students, and their transfer story might inspire and encourage future prospective transfer students
(Tucciarone, 2008).
Due to growing competition in higher education with the increase of for-profit
institutions, along with the dwindling support of higher education in general, administrators and
higher education leaders at colleges and universities need to broadcast who they are, what they
do, and what makes them valuable (Anctil, 2008). They need to convince potential students that
their university is the most attractive university to attend and will provide the support that is
needed during the transfer process. Most advertising and marketing efforts are on a digital
platform. Because of this, community colleges and universities can jointly invest in their
advertising strategies to help students plan and prepare their degree path from the community
college to the university.
University personnel that are accustomed to marketing to high school students may not
recognize that marketing to transfer students is different. A university website could be the
potential student’s first contact to determine whether an institution is transfer-friendly and
compatible with their needs (Higher Education Marketing, 2013). These websites should be clear
and precise regarding their transfer requirements and the support that is available. Traditional
marketing does not bring the marketing enrollment results it once did, and digital marketing has
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overtaken traditional marketing (McKenzie, 2019). Marketing campaigns and messages should
be heavily invested in online advertisements through search engines and social media
(McKenzie, 2019).
With more and more students starting at the community college, two-year and four-year
institutions should consider co-advertising to promote their pathway programs from the
associate’s degree to bachelor’s degree to ensure messages are clear. Shared advertising to
individuals who want a baccalaureate degree and who want to consider a community college is a
powerful way for two institutions to spread the word in an economical way, partnering
advertising efforts between community colleges and universities should be considered and a part
of the communication plan between both institutions.
The University of Southern New Hampshire has become a leader in marketing to transfer
students and adult learners. The university’s most successful television advertisement shows a
commencement speaker asking students to stand if they are the first in their families to attend
college, if they are mothers, veterans, or active-duty military service members (McKenzie,
2019). This marketing campaign targets the nontraditional populations that are prevalent in
community colleges. According to Higher Education Marketing (2013), there are three
recommendations for what should be included in marketing campaigns for transfer students:
1. Target the message to transfer students by letting nontraditional transfer students
know how their diverse needs will be met.
2. Offer orientation and transition services that address academic and social concerns for
transfer students.
3. Highlight the ease of the transfer credit process. (para. 3, 7, 9)
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Emphasis on these points shows students another route to complete an associate’s and bachelor’s
degree, especially when financial resources are a concern.
Community College and University Leadership Support
Leadership support from both community colleges and universities is critical when
developing strategies for successful transfers. Tobolowsky and Cox (2012) found in their
research that university administrators are aware that transfer students’ issues are not being met.
The study identified structures, programs, policies, people, and practices causing the neglect of
transfer students. They explored how the institutions’ efforts and abilities to facilitate transfer
student success were affected by institutional structures and policies, personal perceptions and
interventions, and internal and external environmental conditions. Tobolowsky and Cox (2012)
discovered that
by raising the profile of transfer students, an institution subtly encourages its agents
(faculty and staff) to increase the amount of time, energy, money, and other resources
earmarked for the facilitation of transfer student success. Such reallocation would have a
direct effect on transfer student experiences by merely allowing the institution to do what
it already does, but better. (p. 20)
Transfer students have distinctive needs that extend across populations to all students and
could be a challenge to their successful transition to a new educational setting if not met (Roberts
et al., 2019). Many transfer students come from underrepresented backgrounds, are older, work
full-time or part-time, support dependents, and are financially independent (Roberts et al., 2019).
University and community college leaders should understand these challenges among transfer
students and work to help implement best practices to assist them in having a smooth transition
experience from community college to university.
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Institutional leaders from community colleges and universities are critical in developing
partnerships between the two. These partnerships are needed to ensure that transfer students’
needs are being met academically and socially (Kisker, 2007). According to Young-Walker and
Okpala (2017), “The governance and management of a partnership program must be a
collaborative effort with administrators from the community college and university as well as
multiple levels of staff and faculty” (p. 37).
As transfer student populations continue to increase in enrollment, higher education
leaders from both the community college and university must be prepared to meet the needs of
this student population. The major challenge of community college leadership is balancing their
multiple missions and functions in a way that best meets the demands of the community, the
state, and the nation (Eddy & Boggs, 2010). Eddy and Boggs stated, “Community college leaders
require a balancing act and leaders must navigate multiple dimensions of college and community
constituents, uncertain funding streams, challenging and changing student demographics, and
increased demands for accountability devoted to remediation” (p. 5). Community college leaders
face numerous challenges in meeting demands of local, state, and federal requests while serving
transfer students as well. University and community college leaders must be prepared to meet
these needs in order to build a stronger, more skilled, and educated population that can compete
in both local and global workforce arenas.
Best Practices in Transfer Success
The college population is becoming more diverse racially, ethnically, and
socioeconomically (Aspen Institute, 2017). Whereas community college students with highincome levels (19.6%) are transferring to universities, lower-income level (9%) students are not
(Aspen Institute, 2017). Bachelor’s degree graduation rates for African Americans (9%),
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Hispanics (11%), and low-income students continue to be low (Aspen Institute, 2017).
Historically, underserved populations, such as first-generation, low-income, and minority
students, as well as women, are less likely to transfer to and persist in the four-year environment
(Umbach et al., 2019). To create a global workforce and serve all populations, best practices in
transfer and degree completion should be studied.
States that are looking to improve their transfer student rates should consider looking at
other states to learn about their community college and university models and best practices.
Universities and community colleges across the nation have redesigned their academic programs
and student services to create a clearer and more coherent program pathway for students (Aspen
Institute, 2017). Polices and structures exist to support transfer students and to create more equity
for students in higher education (Dowd et al., 2013).
The Aspen Institute (2017) suggested that in order to improve transfer rates, stakeholders
need to consider looking more at the comprehensive data on transfer student outcomes.
Specifically, additional analyses need to examine different outcomes of a broader set of student
characteristics and the different college-level outcomes:
Community colleges should base their outcome data on five key transfer outcomes: a)
transfer-out rate; b) transfer with award rate; c) transfer-out bachelor’s degree completion
rate; d) transfer-in bachelor’s completion rate; and e) community college cohort
bachelor’s completion rate. (Aspen Institute, 2017, p. 12)
Each outcome is reported according to race, ethnicity, income level, age, and other student
characteristics (Aspen Institute, 2017). Having valuable data will only help strengthen the policy
efforts to help transfer students complete their degrees (Aspen Institute, 2017).
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Data that track transfer students starting at the community college and finishing at the
university should be thorough and precise for stakeholders and elected officials to implement
effective policy. The transfer student bachelor’s degree completion rate should emphasize the
student starting at a community college and transferring to a university program (Aspen Institute,
2017). This data will help university and community college leaders recommend policies to
elected officials on how to serve transfer community college students.
The Aspen Institute (2017) suggested that once a state determines the landscape of
transfer students for their state, the next step is to develop a workshop with clear objectives for
all stakeholders to develop pathways and partnerships among community colleges and
universities (Aspen Institute, 2017). The state of Washington organized a workshop to build on
the strong history of their state’s policy of working with collaborative institutions by providing
stakeholders the opportunity to expand their community college and university partnerships and
connect transfer strategies to other statewide initiatives (Aspen Institute, 2017).
Southeastern Missouri State University (SMSU) started a transfer mentor program. Part
of the plan for that mentor program is to collect data in order to assess program outcomes, and
then, to adjust needs to maximize benefits for students (Lockhart, 2019). They recognized that
community college students transferring from a two-year college to a university experience
difficulty (Lockhart, 2019). SMSU found that obstacles can be managed by early advising and
offering concurrent enrollment opportunities for students to stay on track for earning an
associate’s degree and transferring to a university (Lockhart, 2019).
Indian River State College (IRSC), one of the top community colleges in the nation,
produces top transfer student outcomes and is an example of how community colleges are
helping students overcome barriers. IRSC is located in a semirural environment on Florida’s
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coast, and the closest university is 60 miles away; however, more than half of their graduates go
on to graduate with a bachelor’s degree (Aspen Institute, 2019). Recently, IRSC and Miami
Dade College were awarded the Aspen Prize for Community College Excellence given for high
achievement and performance of community colleges. IRSC received this award for two reasons:
(a) their success in transferring students to universities without losing credits, and (b) their
commitment to building 17 bachelor’s degree programs due to their isolation from nearby
institutions (Aspen Institute, 2019). IRSC has a strong commitment to student success with a
customer service mindset that ensures each employee knows how their sense of responsibility
relates to student success. According to Christina Hart, vice president of Enrollment and Student
Services at IRSC, “Our culture is precious to us, and we are very intentional in our service to
students and each to other, we are family” (Aspen Institute, 2019, para. 6). IRSC has discovered
creative and realistic solutions that have increased completion rates among transfer students at
their institution.
Dowd et al. (2013) conducted a study of 10 low-status students who successfully
transferred from a community college to a four-year university. They found that college
practitioners in positions of authority have a strong effect on successful transfer experience. They
recommended the professional development of these individuals in becoming an institutional
agent in the transfer process. Dowd et al. (2013) suggested the following:
Transfer programs seem to provide a solid “home base” for nontraditional students,
particularly when housed in a separate physical space where transfer students can gather,
regroup, and find comfort and support. Most of all, individual attention from the head of
the program seems to provide the important guidance that enables transfer students to
take advantage of various resources that are available at the institutional level. (p. 17)
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Wyner et al. (2016) developed The Transfer Playbook that was designed as a practical
guide to identify best practices in community college transfer. It was based on the best practices
of six sets of community colleges and universities that together served transfer students. These
institutions were chosen because of their high rates of bachelor’s degree attainment for transfer
students. In The Transfer Playbook, Wyner emphasized three best practices:
1. Make transfer students a priority.
2. Create clear programmatic pathways with aligned, high-quality instruction.
3. Provide tailored transfer student advising. (p. 3)
Wyner et al. (2016) found that making transfer students a priority was critical in the quest
for successful transfers. When both the community college and university prioritize transfer
students, they will experience positive transfer rate outcomes. Additional resources are needed to
redesign the transfer structure at both institutions by adding additional staff to support transfer
students’ academic success (Wyner et al., 2016). Community colleges and universities that
partner need to be realistic and honest about how they will serve transfer students together in
their partnership structure. As the transfer student population grows across universities in
America, a strong partnership structure between two-year and four-year institutions will be
essential.
Creating clear programmatic pathways with aligned, high-quality instruction is an
essential practice when working with transfer students (Wyner et al., 2016). While the
community college student needs to know the sequences of the courses for their particular
pathway, it is more important for the instructional level to be advanced to ensure the student is
prepared for university courses. Community college faculty program coordinators should
consider offering internships or experiential learning in preparation for upper-division courses
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(Wyner et al., 2016). To make this a reality, clear communication is needed among universities
and community colleges to create pathways and course curriculum that prepares students for
chosen fields of study from associate’s degrees to bachelor’s degrees.
The final best practice in community college transfer is to provide tailored transfer
student advising (Wyner et al., 2016). In the first year, community college students need to
determine their chosen path of study and career interest to select a degree pathway that best
serves their academic and career interests. Early on, students should think about where they
would like to study to ensure they have a pathway in place from the community college to that
university. Community college advisors need to track the community college student’s progress
and intervene when it is necessary to get the student back on track (Wyner et al., 2016). Once the
community college student decides their academic and career interest, the academic advisor at
the community college should help students locate financial resources like scholarships and
financial aid to help secure funding for the student’s academic journey from the community
college to university. With tailored student advising, each transfer student will be set up for
success at the university and the real world.
Effective Changes Needed in Transfer Process
The low number of transfer students matriculating from community colleges to
universities is troubling (Mann Levesque, 2018). For effective change to take place at the
community college, legislators are encouraged to implement policies that support community
college and university partnerships in helping transfer students complete their associate’s degrees
and bachelor’s degrees. Current completion rates of community college students are
disheartening as millions of Americans are seeking a pathway to the middle class, and employers
want a skilled and educated workforce (Mann Levesque, 2018).
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Not having an educated workforce could be devastating to the U.S. economy. The
Community College Research Center at Columbia University Teachers College reported that
81% of community college students want to earn a bachelor’s degree, but only 33% transfer to a
university or four-year college (as cited in Horn & Skomsvold, 2011). Jenkins and Finks (2016)
noted that only 14% of an entire cohort entering community college will earn a bachelor’s degree
within six years. For states to improve this, more education is needed beyond high school and
community college, but yet there has been a decrease in transfer students earning their bachelor’s
degrees.
Community colleges and universities need to transition from a cafeteria-style model to a
guided pathway approach in removing structural barriers (Mann Levesque, 2018). At this time in
the United States, federal and state lawmakers, employers, community colleges, and the
philanthropic community should make completion rates from community college to a four-year
institution or four-year university a top priority. The U.S. economy can strengthen its workforce
when workers earn postsecondary credentials or bachelor’s degrees to open career paths and
obtain higher earnings (Mann Levesque, 2018).
Community colleges provide open access and allow students to explore certificates,
associate’s degrees, transfer pathways, and numerous classes across the disciplines (Baker,
2016). For community college students transferring to a university, it can be complex. The
barriers students endure in transferring from a community college/two-year college to a four-year
college require students to navigate two separate education systems of meeting the associate’s
degree requirements and ensuring the associate’s degree transfers to a bachelor’s degree (Baker,
2016). Several community colleges and universities have agreements or articulations to make
sure the students meet the associate’s degree and bachelor’s degree requirements (Baker, 2016).
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State and federal policymakers and stakeholders need to understand the backgrounds and
barriers that transfer students face in order to create policies that provide resources for
universities and community colleges (Baker, 2016). Lack of advising, financial resources,
student services, and faculty connections are among the reasons why community college students
are not completing their bachelor’s degrees, and the model in serving transfer students should be
reevaluated by state policymakers to provide resources for these efforts (Wyner et al., 2016).
Mann Levesque (2018) made the following policy recommendation for stakeholders,
government leaders, employers, community, and university partners:
Policy Recommendation 1: Address both structural and motivational barriers to
community college completion.
Policy Recommendation 2: Apply lessons from proven and promising models.
Policy Recommendation 3: Leverage emerging technologies to reduce structural barriers,
particularly in the context of student support services.
Policy Recommendation 4: Rigorously pilot and evaluate expectancy-value interventions.
Policy Recommendation 5: Evaluate innovative efforts and disseminate information
widely. (Section 4, para. 3,6,8,13)
It is important to note that policies and structures are in place to support transfer students to
create more equity for students in higher education; however, “they are only partially effective in
achieving that goal” (Dowd et al., 2013, p. 3).
Summary
This study explored the barriers faced by community college students who graduated
from ETCC and have successfully transferred to a four-year university. More than 80% of firsttime beginning community college students want to earn a bachelor’s degree or above, but many
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do not complete that goal (Baker, 2016). Community colleges struggle with demonstrating that
transfer students matriculate to the university successfully. Additionally, even many of those
who transfer to the university are not successful in completing the four-year degree. Community
colleges and universities should work together to solve this issue with support from their
respective state and federal policymakers. California’s state legislators and governor enacted the
Student Transfer Achievement Reform Act (California SB 1440) to simplify and streamline
transfer pathways to make it easier for transfer students to earn an associate’s degree and
bachelor’s degree (Baker, 2016). Best practices in the literature are of strong community college
and university partnership models to help students transfer from the community college to
university. Several universities and community colleges across the nation have restructured
academic programs and student services to create a clearer and more coherent pathway for
students (Aspen Institute, 2017). Community colleges and universities have an opportunity to
redesign the way their infrastructure supports transfer students.
Chapter 3 discusses the research design of this study. I discuss the qualitative research
approach and describe the population, data collection, and analysis. By interviewing ETCC
community college graduates who have experienced the challenges of transferring to a four-year
university, it is my intent to add needed information to the literature to help reduce the barriers
that these students experience.
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Chapter 3: Research Method
Studying the behavior of transfer students is not a luxury or a topic that universities or
community colleges can ignore (Zilvinskis & Dumford, 2018). Researchers, educators, and
policymakers have a strong interest in studying transfer students (Liu & Belfield, 2020). Studies
have found that attending a community college first and then transferring to universities does not
always increase bachelor’s degree attainment rates or earnings (Liu & Belfield, 2020). There is a
gap in the literature on the issues and barriers that community college student experience in
transferring to four-year universities.
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to understand the barriers that
community college graduates faced in transferring to a four-year university. The results of this
study could help university, community college, and policy leaders understand those barriers.
This would then help leaders design and implement strategies that would help students overcome
these barriers.
There are two research questions that guided this study:
RQ1. According to East Texas Community College transfer students, what are the
barriers to a successful transfer to a four-year university.
RQ2. According to East Texas Community College transfer students, what type of
collegiate services are needed to support the successful transfer to a four-year university?
This chapter is organized in the following sections: research design and method,
population, sample population, materials/instruments, data collection and analysis procedures,
ethical considerations, assumptions, limitations, determination, and summary.
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Research Design and Method
In this study, I used qualitative research to explore the barriers that community college
students face in transferring to universities in Northeast Texas. The participants shared their
views on the barriers they experienced while transferring to a four-year university.
Qualitative research was formed in the 20th century due to the rise of social sciences and
the effort to discover why humans do what they do (Mayer, 2015). In this regard, Anderson
(2017) stated the following:
We must acknowledge that there will be occasions where good-quality qualitative work
will unsettle traditional concepts of what counts as legitimate research and evidence. We
acknowledge the likelihood that worthy and significant findings may require the use of
newer research methods, although these are frequently met with initial skepticism. (p. 7)
A qualitative approach was appropriate for this study because it allowed me to collect
rich data from the participants (Leavy, 2017). Understanding the barriers community college
students face in transferring to regional universities could help increase the attainment of
bachelor’s degrees in the Northeast Texas region. Quantitative research would not be effective in
this study as, “researchers often test hypotheses stemming from theories” (Creswell, 2014, p. 49).
It is important to acknowledge that the likelihood of worthy and significant findings may require
the use of newer research methods even if met with initial skepticism (Anderson, 2017).
Qualitative research is varied and could generate a theory as the final outcome (Creswell, 2014).
Phenomenology was the research design of inquiry. According to researchers,
phenomenology is a philosophic perspective that underlines all qualitative research (Locke et al.,
2010). Locke et al. (2010) stated, “Phenomenology is interested in human consensus as, in other
words, how consciousness is experienced” (p. 129). Phenomenology uses “personal narratives as
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windows into lived experiences of the narrators and attempts to achieve an empathetic
understanding of that experience” (Bernard & Ryan, 2010, p. 248). Phenomenology is based on
Franz Brentano’s consciousness of the developments of psychology (Vagle, 2014).
Phenomenology is flexible and focuses on participants, encouraging them to tell their lived
experiences. This allows for learning more about the participants than rigid data (Alase, 2017).
The students interviewed in this study were able to narrate their experiences in the transfer
process. Learning their personal experiences and delving into their lives gave me the depth I
needed to answer the study’s research questions.
Phenomenological research is different from other qualitative research approaches in that
the subjective experience of the participant is at the center of the inquiry (Gaffney, 2020). More
specifically within the phenomenological approach, an interpretive phenomenological approach
(IPA) was used for this study. Smith and Osborn (2015) stated that
IPA is a qualitative approach that aims to provide detailed examinations of personal lived
experience. It produces an account of lived experience in its own terms rather than one
prescribed by pre-existing theoretical preconceptions, and it recognizes that this is an
interpretative endeavor as humans are sense-making organisms. (p. 41)
With IPA research, the researcher tries to understand the other person’s relationship to
the world and why this person feels the way they do (Smith et al., 2009). According to Bernard
and Ryan (2010), a phenomenological study involves six steps as follows:
1. Identifying a thing or phenomenon to understand;
2. Identifying your biases and putting them aside;
3. Collecting narratives about the phenomenon from people’s experiences by asking
good, open-ended questions;
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4. Using after bracketing intuition to identify the essentials of the phenomenon;
5. Using exemplary quotes from the narratives; and
6. Repeating steps 4 and 5 until there is nothing else to learn from the lived experiences
of your participants. (p. 259)
The purpose of qualitative research is to discover emerging themes, patterns, concepts,
insights, and understandings (Patton, 2002). The research design for this study was effective in
understanding the challenges students faced in transferring to universities to complete a
bachelor’s degree in order for the Northeast Texas region to increase bachelor’s degree
attainment efforts. These findings could help community college leaders, university leaders, and
policymakers uncover what resources are needed in order for the Northeast Texas region to meet
their 60x30 goals for the state. The results could help Northeast Texans bring more personal and
economic value to their families and communities (60x30TX.com, 2020).
This study included open-ended interviews involving 15 recent community college
graduates that attended ETCC and successfully transferred to a four-year university. Purposeful
sampling was administered to choose a participant group that is reflective of ETCC’s student
population. Prior to the one-on-one interviews, I sent presurvey questions to the 15 students
using Survey Monkey by email in order to receive more honest and detailed responses according
to IPA. This survey gathered information such as demographics and enrollment status. This
information added depth to the interviews by giving me additional knowledge on the participants
as well as some background information.
Once the sample population was selected, I reached out to students individually to set up
interviews either by phone or other online venues. In setting up the individual interview times
with each interviewee, I ensured it was a convenient time for the interviewee and requested they
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read the informed consent agreement and sign electronically or print and sign and return it to me
via email. I then stored those via Dropbox. After emailing the form to each student, I offered a
time to meet with each student individually to explain my study and answer any questions or
ethical concerns.
According to Parmar (2014), “Ethics is not an objective feature of reality, but rather
subjective, social, and situational; indeed, something is moral [vs. amoral] when a particular
thinker interprets a situation” (p. 1108). After the forms were signed and received by the
interviewees, I sent the interview questions per the interviewee’s preference. The research was
based on the ethics for human participants and the Abilene Christian University’s ethical
research guidelines.
Population
The population of this study was drawn from students that had graduated from the ETCC
main campus and had successfully transferred to a four-year university. According to Gomes et
al. (2016), “Qualitative research presents the possibility of seeking knowledge in relations
between human beings and the interpretation of reality experienced by individuals, and
understanding through speeches, as well as gestures, arts, and other social symbols” (p. 1). At the
time of the study, ETCC had a total of 2,780 students. There were 1,679 sophomore students at
ETCC at the main campus. According to a document published by the ETTC administration, the
student demographics at the college were White/Anglo (51%), Black/African American (10.1%),
Hispanic (31.5%), and Asian (1.00%). It was my goal in the research to have a diverse
population representative of ETCC’s population.
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Sample Population
According to Sandelowski (1995), “Sample size may refer to the numbers of persons, but
also to numbers of interviews and observations conducted or numbers of events sampled” (p.
180). I used purposeful sampling to select student participants once I had received the population
list. According to Leavy (2014), “Purpose sampling is a central feature of research design when
purposeful strategies are used because the better participants are positioned in relation to the
topic, the richer the data will be” (p. 79). Purposeful sampling was appropriate for this study to
illuminate the questions under this study and gather rich data (Patton, 2002).
In phenomenological research, the initial sample selection has to consider specific
characteristics and seeks to be representative of all a priori contextual characteristics in an
experiential sense (Henriques, 2014). In order to do this, I randomly selected 100 students to
invite to participate in the study. Once I got a list of students who agreed to participate in the
study, I purposively chose 15 whose demographics were reflective of ETCC’s population. This
strategy promoted diversity in the sampling. The goal was to have 15 students participate in the
study. I picked participants that were from different majors, half female and male, and a
minimum of eight to 10 participants that were from the Hispanic population; four to five from
the White population; three from the African American population, and one Asian student. While
ETCC’s Hispanic population was only 31% of the student population, the town in which ETCC
is located had a Hispanic and Latino population of 53.6%, a White population of 31.7%, and
African American population of 14.7% according to the U.S. Census Bureau from 2020. My goal
in the study was to have demographics that were representative of the community in which the
community college was located. The students’ degrees were not a factor in the choice of
participants.
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The saturation of data is critical in phenomenological research. In this type of research,
ideas are generated from rich amounts of data by means of induction and human interests
(Henriques, 2014). The 15 participants I chose achieved the goal of data saturation. According to
Saldaña and Omasta (2018), saturation generally happens when the researcher has determined
what significant trends appear in the data, and each new interviewee continues to affirm the
already established salient findings.
Materials/Instruments
This study consisted of two forms of data collection: a presurvey and open-ended
interviews. Each protocol was field-tested by nonparticipants to secure the validity of the
instrument prior to administration. A presurvey took place to help me understand each
participant’s background, as well as their transfer experience. The one-on-one interviews took
place to gain in-depth information about the lived experiences of the participants.
Presurvey Instrument
The purpose of the presurvey was to gain information from the participants that added
depth to the one-on-one interviews. A pilot survey was sent to three students that did not take the
actual study survey. Once these students took this pilot survey, I followed up with questions
regarding their experience with it. This process helped validate the survey. Patton (2002) stated
that validity and reliability are two factors that any qualitative researcher should be concerned
about while designing a study, analyzing results, and judging the quality of the study.
The presurvey contained 10 questions (Appendix C). The survey asked for demographic
information as well as information regarding the responsibilities they may have had while they
were attending school, such as accountability to their families, jobs, or other external
commitments. It also asked them to go into detail about their expectations upon receiving their
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associate’s degrees at the community college and bachelor’s degrees at the university. They were
asked about any challenges they may have had in obtaining their degrees. It is my hope that this
survey helped me understand the lived experiences of the participants. This information allowed
me to delve deeper into the interviews to gain the rich data that enhanced the study.
Interviews
For the purpose of this study, I performed qualitative interviews in an online format or
via phone. Since this was a phenomenological study, it was important to learn about the lived
experiences of the participants. This type of intense questioning required some interviews to last
up to 90 minutes. Once the interview was complete, I reviewed the questions and responses with
the participants as a form of member checking, a technique for exploring the credibility of the
results (Birt et al., 2016).
The interview questions (Appendix B) were based on the student background, student
capital, trust and relationship with the institutional agent or protective agent, transfer student
shock, financial constraints, pathway/articulation agreement, the 60x30 initiative in Texas, and
the role of community college and university partnerships.
Interview Protocol
The interview protocol guided the interview from the moment the interviewer and
interviewee met (Saldana & Omasta, 2018). The development of interview questions was driven
by the research questions. The questions were directed toward the students’ experiences as a
community college student and how those experiences impacted their experiences transferring to
the university. In addition, the interview questions also inquired, through open-ended questions,
about how their community college experiences prepared them to transfer to a university and
how the university assisted in that process. Serving as the facilitator in the interview process, I
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balanced structure and flow during the process to get the information I needed (Stewart et al.,
2011).
Data Collection
Data collection involved two phases. During the first phase, data were collected from the
presurvey. The second phase was the data retrieved from the interviews. Each phase gave me the
information I needed to answer the research questions. IPA was used to guide the data collection,
which gave voice to the concerns of the participants (Larkin et al., 2006).
Presurvey
The presurvey participants were notified through email. On the list were students who
graduated from ETCC and had successfully transferred to a four-year university. In the email, I
explained in detail the purpose and procedures of the presurvey. The presurvey was administered
through Survey Monkey. The presurvey took less than 30 minutes to complete and consisted of
questions about each student’s community college experience, support on transferring, and how
it impacted the decision to transfer to a university.
Interviews
Once the participants had taken the presurvey, I started preparation for the interview
process. McNamara (2009) applied eight principles to the preparation stages of interviewing:
1. Choose a setting with little distraction.
2. Explain the purpose of the interview.
3. Address terms of confidentiality.
4. Explain the format of the interview.
5. Indicate how long the interview usually takes.
6. Tell participants how to get in touch with you later if they want to.
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7. Ask participants if they have any questions before you both get started with the
interview.
8. Do not count on your memory to recall participant answers. (para. 1)
Each student from the presurvey was contacted via email to participate in the study via
Zoom online meetings. Each interview took place individually between the participant and me. I
explained the process of the interviews and how it would take place. Each interview lasted
between 45 minutes to an hour. The interviews were in a secure environment that allowed the
participants to respond freely to the questions. The interviews were recorded and transcribed
through Zoom.
Interviews took place on a voluntary basis with students who had graduated from ETCC
and successfully transferred to a four-year university. The purpose of these interviews was to
seek an understanding of the barriers that each student experienced with an ultimate goal of
helping students complete a bachelor’s degree from a regional university in Northeast Texas.
According to Turner (2014), “It is pertinent to create a comfortable environment where
participants do not feel restricted or uncomfortable to share information” (p. 757).
Once the interviews started, I gave a brief introduction to the study and made sure the
interviewee was comfortable with their participation and asked if they had any questions. I
recorded audio and transcribed each interview. According to Saldana and Omasta (2014), “Just
as researchers analyze data as they are spoken during interviews, they also analyze data when
they are transcribing” (p. 117). The interview lasted approximately 90 minutes and was done in
an online venue. Successful interviews take place by building rapport and active listening
(Leavy, 2014). Once each interview was over, I initiated the member-checking process by
summarizing the responses with the participant.
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Data Analysis
Data analysis is a vital factor within qualitative research and is a major influence on the
results of each research study (Mayer, 2015). In this study, I analyzed data using interpretative
phenomenological analysis (IPA) methods. The IPA method provides a greater depth of
knowledge as the researcher steps into participants’ shoes to understand their experiences on a
deeper level (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014). The IPA qualitative approach examines how people
make sense of major life experiences (Smith et al., 2009). This method was appropriate because
of its emphasis on immersion in the thoughts and feelings of participants along with the
application of relevant theory, both of which help identify important themes on the topic
(Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014).
The data analysis and interpretation are the heart of the sense-making process (Dickie,
2003). Smith et al. (2009) encourages six steps when using IPA methods.
Step 1. Reading and re-reading: This step involves immersing yourself in the original
data. It is helpful to listen to the audio recording at least once while reading the
first transcript (Smith et al., 2009). Once the interviews have been transcribed, the
coding process begins. I used in vivo coding in the analysis process.
Step 2. Initial noting: Notes are taken on the content along with reflection and
highlighting key phrases (Smith et al., 2009). In vivo coding utilizes the
participants’ own language as a symbol system for qualitative data analysis
(Saldana & Omasta, 2018). I used in vivo coding to differentiate the coding
process for this study.
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Step 3. Developing emergent themes: This step identifies emergent themes to involve
focus at the local level along with discrete chunks of transcripts (Smith et al.,
2009).
Step 4. Searching for connections across emergent themes: This process involves the
development of charting, mapping, or and how the themes fit together (Smith et
al., 2009).
Step 5. Moving to the next case: It is important to treat the next case on its own terms to
do justice to its individuality (Smith et al., 2009).
Step 6. Looking for patterns across cases: This process looks for patterns from the
cases and determines what the connections are, and which themes are most potent
(Smith et al., 2009). The purpose of processing coding is to identify forms of
participant action, reaction, and interaction, as suggested by the data (Saldana &
Omasta, 2018).
Methods for Establishing Trustworthiness
The following components are critical to the success of phenomenological research:
trustworthiness, member checking, triangulation, and auditing (Alase, 2017). According to
Alase, “Quality of research data and the ability to verify and authenticate the data and findings
are very important in a qualitative research study” (p. 17). When doing qualitative research, it is
pertinent to be mindful of the quality of research you are conducting (Creswell, 2014). A
phenomenological study is effective for studies that are affective, emotional, and intense in
human experience (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
In qualitative research, it is crucial that validity and reliability guide the research ethics of
the study by focusing on trustworthiness, member checking, and other strategies for promoting
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validity and reliability (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). When I analyzed the data, I ensured reliability
and validity were implemented. According to Noble and Smith (2015), “The reliability of study
findings requires researchers and health professionals to make judgments about the ‘soundness’
of the research in relation to the application and appropriateness of the methods undertaken and
the integrity of the final conclusions” (para. 2). Creswell (2014) stated, “If themes are established
based on converging sources of data or perspectives from participants, then this process can be
claimed as adding to the validity of the study” (p. 201). Yin (2018) explained the importance of
collecting multiple sources of data to bolster the validity and reliability of a case study.
Triangulation was achieved through presurveys and the use of multiple interviews in multiple
settings. Member checking took place to achieve transaction validity through triangulation
(Caretta & Pérez, 2019). Although validity and reliability are mostly used in quantitative
research, there are ongoing debates about whether validity, reliability, and generalizability are
appropriate measures for evaluating qualitative research (Noble & Smith, 2015).
Transferability is key to ensure that trustworthiness is established in phenomenological
research. A qualitative study is transferable in its findings when the individuals in the study or
readers of the study can relate their own experiences (Cope, 2014). Transferability in qualitative
research suggests that findings from one study can be applied to other settings or groups of
people (Houghton et al., 2013). In order to achieve transferability for this study, transparency
regarding the study design, data collection, and data analysis was a priority. ETCC and other
regional universities may be interested in replicating the study to implement 60x30 standards for
the Northeast Texas region.

61
Researcher’s Role
I completed all the IRB required trainings in dealing with human participants. As a higher
education director, I work with prospective transfer students that want to earn their bachelor’s
degrees. I have attended numerous continuing education conferences that gave training in
working with transfer students and also in implementing university and community college
partnerships. In working with students, higher education leaders, government, and K-12 leaders
in the area, it is often questioned as to why students are not transferring to universities to
complete their bachelor’s degrees when more university options are available to community
college students in this region of Texas. There is often a hypothesis of why this is, but there had
not been a regional study to provide research-based answers until now. With the 60x30 initiative,
it was timelier than ever to determine the perceived barriers community college students were
facing in transferring so that the Northeast Texas region can meet its 60x30 standards required
by the state. I was able to share this information with regional community college and university
administrators and also advisory board members on the 60x30 initiative for Northeast Texas and
the THECB representative.
Due to my position in higher education, I disclosed my positionality. This was critical
because the reader can consider the potential for power dynamics when collecting data and
reading results (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). At the time of the interviews, I did not already have a
personal relationship with the ETCC students interviewed.
Ethical Consideration
Scholarly evidence in the social sciences must be evaluated according to standards
(Robinson & Moulton, 2005). This study was conducted with the approval of the ACU’s IRB.
Participants signed consent forms before surveys were sent to them or before individual
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interviews took place. Participants had an identification number in collecting interviews and
remained anonymous in the survey questionnaire. I placed electronic data in a secure and locked
filing box at a safe location. Once the study was complete, all information was given to ACU to
store for three years. Securing the data met the requirements of the Belmont report, and all
students were invited to participate regardless of race, ethnicity, or gender to ensure
discrimination did not take place. In addition, I provided a pseudonym for the name of the
participating community college, university, and university system to ensure confidentiality. I
also received permission from ETCC through their institutional data office and president to
proceed with research participants. I followed all ethical requirements for performing research on
human subjects. All information shared by students was kept anonymous to protect student
identities.
Assumptions
I treated all participants with respect and dignity when collecting answers in the survey
and interview process. It was assumed that the participants would be honest in their opinions and
feelings based on a voluntary nature of participation. It was also assumed the interviews were
reflective of the ETCC student population. The survey data reflected the barriers that students
experience in transferring to a regional university in Northeast Texas. Demographic information
was collected on each participant and disclosed so that readers and researchers can determine if
the demographic information impacted responses.
Limitations
A limitation of the study was that I was working as a higher education director between
universities and ETCC but did not want the participants to feel obligated or pressured to agree to
this research. Students participating could have felt uncomfortable or intimidated, thinking this
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could risk their chances of attending a university, although they were reminded that participation
did not have any impact on their university admission. Another limitation was that students may
not have been as comfortable participating in an online format due to COVID-19 as they would
have in a face-to-face interview format. Students’ time limitations and possible Internet access
issues in rural Northeast Texas were other limitations for this study.
Summary
The central research questions for this study concerned the barriers to and services
needed for successful transfer to a four-year university as perceived by community college
graduates that have graduated from ETCC and transferred to a university. With the 60x30 goals
for the state of Texas in place, it would be significant for the Northeast Texas region to consider
all research studies related to those goals. My purpose was to understand the barriers that
students experienced and to provide some aid in removing these barriers by sharing these data
with higher education leaders in Northeast Texas. Fifteen students who graduated from ETCC
were surveyed and interviewed with purposeful sampling. By understanding these barriers,
higher educational opportunities could increase the livelihood of individuals in the region itself.
In Chapter 4, I report the results and analysis of this phenomenological study.
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Chapter 4: Results
The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to explore the barriers and
collegiate services needed for the successful transfer for students from community colleges to
universities. The study provides data that can help higher education administrators and
practitioners understand the barriers that transfer students encounter and provide solutions to
help remove those barriers with the goal of a successful transfer.
RQ1. According to East Texas Community College transfer students, what are the
barriers to a successful transfer to a four-year university?
RQ2. According to East Texas Community College transfer students, what type of
collegiate services are needed to support the successful transfer to a four-year university?
Definition of Key Terms
This chapter summarizes the research process, feedback from the pilot study, interview
findings, analysis, emerging themes, and conclusions. The purpose of this chapter is to report the
results of the data analysis.
Summary of Research Process
The study design involved a qualitative phenomenological approach to accumulating
data. After receiving IRB approval, I contacted the ETCC’s president and director of institutional
effectiveness to access the sample population. This population consisted of ETCC graduates that
had transferred to a university. The ETCC president approved my study, and I was able to
proceed with the study. After receiving the solicitation list of ETCC transfer students, I contacted
the students through email. The solicitation email was sent to over 500 former ETCC students
that had transferred to a university in the last five years. The solicitation email described the
purpose of the study, requirements for participation, and the procedures the study would employ.
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After receiving responses from interested participants, I compiled a list of 15 participants based
on ethnicity and gender to reflect ETCC’s student population. This strategy promoted diversity in
my sampling. A consent form was sent to the participants after the final list was compiled. A
prequestionnaire was sent in order to better understand the participants’ backgrounds. The
majors represented from the participants were accounting, education, business administration,
general studies, human performance, and social work. Fifteen students participated in the study.
The breakdown of participants was as follows: five African Americans (3 female and 2 male),
five Hispanics (3 female and 2 male), and five Whites (3 female and 2 male). This sample
population was reflective of ETCC student demographics. In addition, I assigned the following
pseudonyms to each of the 15 participants: Kim, April, Shemetric, Carl, Jamal, Veronica, Maria,
Stephanie, Carlos, Jose, Ebony, Elva, Samantha, Tom, and Latoya.
Pilot Study
Before starting the study, I conducted a pilot study with nonstudy participants who had
transferred from the community college to a university to ensure the interview protocol was
appropriate and addressed the research questions effectively. I sent a prequestionnaire through
SurveyMonkey and a link to schedule each interview. The interviews were held on
GoToMeeting and were conducted from an interview protocol I created. The interviews lasted
approximately 30–45 minutes each.
The pilot study’s purpose was to identify potential problem areas and the deficiencies in
the prequestionnaire and the interview guide before implementing the study. I sent the pilot study
to three former transfer students. These nonstudy participants contributed comments that
strengthened the prequestionnaire and interview protocol. The suggestions were minor changes
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aimed at improving the flow of the interview. I also made minor edits to the prequestionnaire to
ensure the questions were clear.
Data Collection and Analysis
After the data were collected, I performed an analysis that focused on the six steps of the
IPA method. This method included reading the transcripts, taking good notes, developing
emergent themes, searching for connections across themes, and looking for patterns (Smith et al.,
2009).
1. Reading and rereading: The 15 interviews were recorded and transcribed through
GoToMeeting. Once media files were uploaded on Scribie.com, it sent back the
transcripts, and I reviewed the copies of each participant’s recording to verify the
accuracy of the transcript through Scribbie.com.
2. Initial noting: After the transcripts were completed and verified, I reviewed each one
individually to become more familiar with the data by highlighting key phrases and
using in vivo coding.
3. Developing emergent themes: The coding process helped me become entrenched in
responses from the transcripts. During this coding and analysis process, I was able to
identify key themes and categories on the barriers transfer students shared.
4. Searching for connections across emergent themes: I reviewed the data and coded
the themes manually by highlighting keywords and categorizing them into themes. I
conducted this process until the saturation of data was complete.
5. Moving to the next case: Each theme and category was coded with a specific
highlight color to help me organize the data.
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6. Looking for patterns across cases: I created a coding matrix (Appendix E) that
identified the themes, descriptions, evidence, and subcategories. Developing the
matrix helped me better organize the categories and themes that emerged from the
coding. Also, direct comments of the participants were pulled and amassed for the
matrix. To interpret the data, I then coded the themes and I developed the matrix. I
continued to review the matrix and transcripts to ensure the appropriate themes and
codes were determined.
Prequestionnaire Findings
The findings for this study were accumulated from a prequestionnaire, interview
questions, and the implementation of 15 interviews. The prequestionnaire was sent to the
participants before the interviews. The prequestionnaire’s purpose was to retrieve demographic
information and ask questions that would help me prepare for the interviews (see Table 1). By
asking these questions before the interviews, I was able to spend more time listening to the
participants, which added depth to the interviews.
Table 1
Prequestionnaire Demographic Data
Participants

Demographical data

Kim

White – Female

April

White – Female

Shemetric

African American Female

Background information (Questions 1-3)
1) First-Generation Student: No
2) Support Family: No (husband business
owner)
3) Student Responsibilities or Notes:
Undergraduate student, mother, wife, and works
parttime at husband’s business as needed.
1) First-Generation Student: Yes
2) Support Family: No (Single)
3) Student Responsibilities or Notes: Graduate
student and full-time job (community college
recruiter)
First-Generation Student: Yes
2) Support Family: Yes
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Participants

Demographical data

Carl

African American –
Male

Jamal

African American –
Male

Veronica

Hispanic (Latinx) –
Female

Maria

Stephanie

Hispanic (Latinx) –
Female
White – Female

Carlos

Hispanic (Latinx) –
Male

Jose

Hispanic (Latinx) –
Male

Ebony

African American –
Female

Background information (Questions 1-3)
3) Student Responsibilities or Notes:
Undergraduate student, mother, and a full-time
job (post office worker)
1) First-Generation Student: Yes
2) Support Family: Yes
3) Student Responsibilities or Notes: Bachelor’s
degree graduate, full-time job (community
college workforce development associate), a
part-time job (youth and worship leader),
husband, dad, and community leader
1) First-Generation Student: Yes
2) Support Family: Yes
3) Student Responsibilities or Notes: Graduate
student, full-time job (farmer and lawn service
business), husband, dad, and community leader
1) First-Generation Student: Yes
2) Support Family: Yes
3) Student Responsibilities or Notes: Bachelor’s
degree graduate, part-time job, family
caregiver, and volunteer
1) First-Generation Student: Yes
2) Support Family: No
3) Student Responsibilities or Notes: Bachelor’
degree graduate and a full-time job (teacher).
1) First-Generation Student: Yes
2) Support Family: Yes
3) Student Responsibilities or Notes: Graduate
student, full-time job (teacher), mother, and
wife
1) First-Generation Student: Yes
2) Support Family: Yes
3) Student Responsibilities or Notes: Bachelor’s
degree graduate, full-time job (operations
manager), and husband
1) First-Generation Student: Yes
2) Support Family: Yes
3) Student Responsibilities or Notes: Full-time
job, husband, dad, and student
1) First-Generation Student: Yes
2) Support Family: Yes
3) Student Responsibilities or Notes:
Undergraduate student, full-time job (bank),
part-time job, and mom
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Participants

Demographical data

Elva

Hispanic (Latinx) –
Female

Samantha

Tom

Latoya

White – Female

White– Male

African American –
Female

Background information (Questions 1-3)
1) First-Generation Student: Yes
2) Support Family: Yes
3) Student Responsibilities or Notes: Bachelor’s
degree graduate, and full-time job (teacher)
1) First-Generation Student: No
2) Support Family: No
3) Student Responsibilities or Notes:
Undergraduate student and full-time job (bank)
Note: Transferred to university, but due to
COVID-19 moved back home and will remain
home to complete degree.
1) First-Generation Student: No
2) Support Family: No
3) Student Responsibilities or Notes:
Undergraduate student, full-time job, part-time
job (family ranch), and father
1) First-Generation Student: Yes
2) Support Family: Yes
3) Student Responsibilities or Notes:
Undergraduate student, full-time job (aide –
ISD), mom, and caregiver to grandmother

Question 1 asked students if they were first-generation college students. The data
indicated that over 55% of the respondents were first-generation college students. Question 2
addressed whether the student cared for or financially supported a family or family members
such as elderly parents. Over 45% of participants financially supported their families. Question 3
addressed the specific responsibilities the student had outside of being a student. In addition to
being full-time employees, many of the students had additional family responsibilities. Elva
worked two jobs to pay for school. Elva specifically described her experience as an
undergraduate student:
I had to have two jobs to pay for school. I worked for ETCC Communities in Schools
through a part-time job that allowed me to get extra cash. My main job was a full-time
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job at Lowe’s distribution center. I would work 12-hour shifts Friday, Saturday, Sunday,
plus overtime on weekday nights.
Question 4 focused on the participants’ views on how earning a bachelor’s degree would
improve their lives, along with their families’ lives and/or the region of Northeast Texas.
Participants said that a bachelor’s degree would help career opportunities, create more income,
and allow more time with family. Latoya shared, “I hope to be financially stable and move my
family into a secure home.” According to Carl, “It can improve the future for my child and me
for job opportunities.” Shemetric said, “I will have a steady income and a stable schedule to
spend time with my family. I’ll also be able to attend some extracurricular activities on the
weekends.” Participant Kim’s response was opposite of the majority of responses: “Honestly, my
life won’t improve, but it will allow me to do more in the health and wellness world.”
Question 5 asked, “Are you planning on staying in the Northeast Texas region after
completing your bachelor’s degree?” The responses showed that 93.75% of students plan to stay
in the region after graduation, and 6.25% did not intend to remain in the area.
Question 6 asked participants, “What is your associate’s degree in from the community
college?” Many of the respondents held associate degrees in the following: applied science,
business administration, elementary education, early childhood education, sixth
generalist/special education, mathematics, and social work.
Questions 7 through 9 centered on the students’ concerns about completing a bachelor’s
degree and whether it would help with these issues when transferring to a four-year university.
Question 7 asked, “What are your main worries or concerns in completing your bachelor’s
degree?” Jamal stated, “Not having enough time to study and finish work.” Samantha stated, “It
is stressful being in the final semester and knowing you must pass all of the classes to graduate;
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otherwise, you will not.” Carlos replied, “Not being able to walk the stage in December due to
the pandemic.” Shemetric elucidated a similar idea: “I am at this finish line with graduation in
December, and I’m struggling to understand the work and need the face-to-face classes.” Kim
felt “overwhelmed with [her] current workload.” Carl felt challenged with balancing school and
outside affairs. Veronica struggled with concerns: “the means to pay for college and the need for
face-to-face classes on university’s off-campus site location.” Latoya answered: “not getting my
certification and getting a job.” Ebony stated, “My main concern is retaking classes affecting my
GPA.” Elva expressed the concerns after graduating with their bachelor’s degree: “being
financially stable and able to graduate debt-free.” Carlos, a TNU student on the ETCC campus,
was worried about missing work and completing his bachelor’s degree because of the travel time
between ETCC and TNU classes that were not offered at ETCC.
Question 8 asked, “Did your community college help you with your transfer into a fouryear university?” Figure 1 demonstrates that 45.5% of participants believed that the community
college did a great job, 10% thought it did an average job, and 20% believed it did a very poor
job.
Figure 1
Beliefs About Community College Help With Transfer to a University
Did your community college help you transfer to a
university?
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Question 9 asked, “Did your four-year university help you with your transfer into your
four-year university?” Figure 2 demonstrates that five participants selected great, five
participants rated their experience as good, three participants chose average, two selected poor,
and one chose very poor.
Figure 2
Beliefs About Four-Year University’s Help With Transfer to the University
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Questions 10 and 11 on the prequestionnaire focused on students’ background
demographical information. Question 10 asked for the transfer students’ ethnicities and the three
categories were evenly represented as the data showed 33.33% White, 33.33% African
American, and 33.33% Hispanic.
Interview Findings
The interview protocol consisted of three introductory questions and the two research
questions. Research question 1 is the following: “According to East Texas Community College
(ETTC) transfer students, what are the barriers to a successful transfer to a four-year university?
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Research Question 1 had six subquestions designed to help ETCC transfer students elaborate on
the barriers that prevent a successful transfer to a four-year university:
1. Tell me about the barriers you experienced.
2. Did you experience any loss of credit? Can you explain?
3. Was the financial aid experience an issue for you? Will you explain?
4. Were you having any personal experiences that created barriers for you?
5. Were the faculty at the four-year university helpful? Will you explain?
6. Were the faculty at the community college helpful? Will you explain?
The second research question is the following: According to East Texas Community
College transfer students, what types of collegiate services are needed to support the successful
transfer to a four-year university? The second research question had three subquestions with
other related questions asked to gain more detail and insight:
1. Reflecting on your transfer experience, can you think of anything that would make it a
better process?
2. In regard to the community college services, what could have helped this process be a
better experience?
A. Were there any transfer coaches or academic advisors that helped your
transfer process? Explain.
B. Did you seek pathway or 2+2 plans starting at the community college to help
you? Explain.
C. How did you acclimate to community college life as a student? Did you
participate in student organizations, tutoring services, or other student
support? Explain.
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3. For four-year university services, what could have helped this process to be a better
experience?
A. Did a transfer coach/academic advisor help you transfer, or could they have
helped you more?
B. Tell me about the program you selected to study at the university and if you
sought guidance from pathways or 2+2 plans?
C. How are you acclimating to university life as a transfer student, for example,
using student organizations and tutoring services or receiving transfer student
support? Explain.
D. Would having help with your university admission application or the financial
aid process have been helpful?
E. Would you like to share anything else?
Barriers to Successful Transfer to a Four-Year University
The first subquestion of RQ1 asked ETCC transfer students what the barriers were that
prevented a successful transfer. Students shared multiple responses discussing barriers they
experienced in transferring to a university. The barriers related to academic advising were lack of
guidance, too many enrollment processes, students not knowing where to start on registration or
financial aid processes before the opening of the ETCC Transfer Center, not knowing the
university GPA requirements, and loss of credit. Some students did share positive experiences on
a seamless experience from ETCC to the university.
Subquestion 2 asked about the barriers that students experienced related to whether they
experienced any loss of credits. Participants shared that they experienced misadvising and did
not know where to go for help at ETCC before the transfer center existed. According to Kim,
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“Lack of advising on what would transfer led to a missing course at graduation.” Fortunately,
faculty and administration supported the student and allowed graduation. Kim explained that she
knew people who were misinformed and did not transfer. In addition, Shemetric shared that
referring students to people who could help at the university would help the transfer process.
Another barrier was the lack of guidance and too many enrollment processes. According to Carl,
“Just not knowing where to start was a barrier.” Jamal shared, “It gave me a headache, and the
registration process was time-consuming.” Kim shared that students need enrollment resources in
place to overcome this barrier: “I hear different stories from colleagues that didn’t have a good
experience because they didn’t have all of the information or the resources they needed.”
Students also discussed that not knowing the GPA needed to transfer and losing credit
were other barriers to successful transfer. Carl explained, “I had to go back and take a PE class.”
Many students took dual credit courses, knowing that classes would not transfer. Carl explained,
“I took courses that were not needed, such as a photography class and stuff like that, and then I
switched back to education.” Another concern addressed was that courses were not available at
the university at certain times or every semester. However, Stephanie shared, “I just felt like
everything was so seamless because ETCC partnered with TNU.”
The next subquestions of RQ1 asked students if the financial aid experience was an issue
for them. Carlos specifically questioned, “How do I make too much for financial aid grants? I
pay rent, my bills, and that all goes there.” There was a concern regarding the significant cost
difference between community colleges and universities. There was also a concern that Pell
Grants did not cover the university’s full cost. April said, “There is a significant cost difference
between community college and universities. I had to apply for student loans, which tripled the
amount in two years. Then I am going to have to pay it back. This is a barrier.”
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Financial aid processes and loans were confusing for students. Carl described his
experience: “Some students think financial aid is free money.” Carl went on to say that “some of
this is on the federal government; they don’t provide a lot of financial aid counseling or literacy
services to students and the lack of these services sets students up for failure.” Another financial
aid concern was the problems faced by students that were legal citizens but not born in the
United States. These students could not check the naturalized citizen box on the Free Application
for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA). Describing this experience, Veronica stated, “I have to pay
the property taxes, the same way as you (natural-born citizen) do. I am a United States citizen,
but because I cannot check the natural-born citizen box, I feel discriminated.” One participant
was concerned over the need of scholarship opportunities and that they should be available to
Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) students. Maria shared, “While college needs
to be more affordable, there also needs to be more opportunities provided to DACA students for
scholarships since they don’t get federal loans.” From the data responses, it appears that there
needs to be more understanding and readability of university tuition statements. Jose opined,
“More transparency on billing is needed.”
The next subquestion asked if the students had any personal experiences that created
barriers for them. There were varied responses from students experiencing personal issues. The
factors contributing to these barriers were working full-time, work scheduling, availability of
online classes, lack of good Internet services, traveling outside of the ETCC service area, family
challenges, and financial aid challenges. Students working full-time, long weekend shifts, or
graveyard shifts were challenged in finishing their degrees. Tom stated, “I could only go to
school part-time due to work schedule.” The financial demands of college and life can take a toll
on students trying to accomplish their academic goals. Specifically, Elva said, “It was pretty
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exhausting trying to get through bachelor’s degree because of the financial standpoint and
working full-time.”
Another personal issue addressed by participants was the availability of online classes.
Kim described her experience completing an associate’s degree: “If ETCC classes had not been
online, I could not have finished my associate’s degree due to being a working mom.”
Another barrier was traveling outside the ETCC service area when completing a
bachelor’s degree. Carlos complained: “Don’t take my time away from work to drive over to
main campus.” Tom will be traveling to the main campus in the future and stated, “It will be my
actual first time to going to main campus to class, so it’s going to be different. I’m not saying it
is going to be bad.”
The lack of good Internet services is another barrier for students living in the ETCC
service area. Latoya said, “Not having good Internet service available at home (in rural areas) is
a barrier. I wasn’t in a position where I could have Internet at home.”
Among the personal issues preventing students from completing their degree were
anxiety, stress, family stresses, such as losing a child during childbirth or the aftermath of racial
discrimination against a family member. For example, Jamal explained that he lost his cousin
due to racial discrimination, which made national news. This experience caused the student
additional stress and anxiety while attempting to complete his degree. Jamal described his
experiences from this tragic event:
You don’t want to make this sound bad, and I’m not trying to make it sound better to
make excuses, but racism still exists, and there’s no way around it. He lost his life,
literally, literally lost his life, from trying to stop another individual police officer from
beating up on his wife at a grocery store.
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Latoya shared the following:
Both of my adoptive parents have died. I have been trying to get my bachelor’s degree,
and I want it. I wanted my dad to see me walk across the stage with my bachelor’s
degree, which was very important to me because I was adopted, and it was very
important to me, for them to see me graduate.
Unfortunately, the adoptive parents died before the student’s graduation date. Latoya also
explained that she came out of high school as a mom, and the journey to earning a teaching
degree had been challenging because of this.
The last two subquestions asked whether the four-year university and community college
faculty were helpful to the students in the transfer process. The majority of students found both
community college and university staff helpful. Tom explained,
For me, the community college advisors and people on campus were helpful, but at
the same time, it took a little bit of knowing what you want for people to help you
better, and I did not know what I wanted.
Collegiate Services Are Needed to Support Successful Transfer to a Four-Year University
The second research question also consisted of three subquestions that concentrated on
the services needed for successful transfer to a four-year university. The first subquestion asked,
“Reflecting on your transfer experience, can you think of anything that would make it a better
process?” Participant Stephanie mentioned that an ETCC student can complete their TNU
degrees on the ETCC campus. Keeping this in mind, Stephanie had experienced a gap in
communication from one campus to the other campus. ETCC advisors would tell them that they
would need to check with TNU. This caused a delay in getting the answers that they needed.
Stephanie mentioned the need for cross-training the staff, so students can receive the best
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customer service. Stephanie clarified, “Cross-training of staff between campuses will be a great
help. It allows a student’s question to be answered that day instead of waiting until the next day,
such as a financial aid question.”
During the interviews, the second and third subquestions were asked about how
community college services and university services could improve the transfer process. Most
participants mentioned things like having informational videos or programs on the enrollment
and financial aid processes, transition programs for transfer students, more information on the
programs being offered at the university level, and help understanding transfer vocabulary.
Having transfer processes all at once was critical for students. Carlos requested, “Give us a better
understanding of the transfer process moving forward.”
Emerging Themes
The first two themes that emerged during the RQ1 portion interviews were academic
advising and personal issues. The two themes that emerged from RQ2 were enrollment services,
financial aid services, and supporting transfer students at the university level.
Theme 1: Academic Advising
A common stressor for transfer students was the lack of advising on the ETCC campus
before the ETCC Transfer Center existed. While some students had a seamless transfer from
ETCC to a university, they thought their advising experience on the ETCC campus could have
better prepared them to transfer to a university. Before the transfer center was in operation,
students did not know where to start registration or the financial aid process in transferring to a
university. Students also shared that there was a lack of guidance from ETCC and too many
enrollment processes. Carl shared, “Just knowing where to start was a barrier. Students don’t
know what the opportunities are out there, even at the community college level, and you know,
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especially university level.” Having supportive community college and university faculty is
critical to the transfer process from community college to university. Tom shared, “I felt alone
on the enrollment process, and people that are there that can help students.” Providing more
explicit guidance and more efficient enrollment and financial processes would alleviate barriers
for transfer students.
Loss of credit was a concern for many transfer students. While many students did not lose
credit, some students had to go back and take another course due to inadequate advising. Some
students lost credits; however, it was due to their own choices. Stephanie explained that the lost
credits were “not due to anyone’s fault but my own due to switching majors.” The student
mentioned taking dual credit courses, knowing they would not transfer or be needed for their
degree. Students also expressed concerns about not knowing what GPA was required to move to
specific programs. Stephanie shared the following:
You need to know what GPA is needed to transfer to university. You have to have this
GPA and do not let it dip below it. I feel like if there were going to be any issues, it
would have been knowing the GPA requirements.
Theme 2: Personal Issues
Personal issues are becoming more prevalent and challenging for college students. One of
the common themes impacting the students’ personal issues was working full-time and long
weekend hours or graveyard shifts. Students could only take part-time loads due to working fulltime. Working full-time and hard shifts were barriers for ETCC students’ completing their
bachelor’s degrees.
Another personal issue impacting students was traveling outside the ETCC service area to
finish their degree. Due to the lack of course offerings or not knowing when the course would be
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offered, many students had to travel to the main campus to complete their degrees. Students
earning bachelor’s degrees in the ETCC service area preferred to take classes in the area so that
it did not interfere with their work schedules. Online courses also helped students complete their
degrees due to being a full-time parent and also working full-time.
Family issues were another concern for students trying to finish their degrees. Students
faced many personal difficulties such as marital problems, children, and pregnancy. One student
suffered the loss of a family member tragically due to racial discrimination, and this caused the
student stress and anxiety. Personal and family difficulties are prevalent in the students’ lives and
cause obstacles for them completing their bachelor’s degrees.
Funding their degrees, even with financial aid, was another concern and obstacle for
students. Many students used financial aid and did not understand the repercussions of the
financial aid processes. While Pell Grants cover full tuition at ETCC, they do not cover the
university’s full tuition amount, and many students had to take out a loan to pay the difference.
The financial aid process was daunting and overwhelming for students. Ebony stated, “The
financial aid process is weird because I did not know what to fill out on the form.” Another
concern for a student was not knowing the loan amount they borrowed while in school, so they
felt unprepared to make student loan payments. Several students did not understand the financial
aid terminology, like deferred or nondeferred options. This turned into a challenge when students
faced student loan payments, and there was anxiety about how the student would make a loan
payment. Students also faced difficulties with the processes of financial aid and veteran affairs.
Carl shared, “I found myself in the financial aid building a couple of times, but it was because of
a lack of understanding the financial aid process and also the GPA requirements for financial
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aid.” The lack of knowledge on financial aid processes and lack of additional funding to cover
tuition cost were obstacles for students.
Veronica found the FAFSA form discriminatory as the student is a United States citizen
but cannot check the naturalized citizen box. Maria felt DACA students should be offered more
tuition and scholarship opportunities because they cannot apply for federal loans. The lack of
financial funding options and financial aid processes caused barriers for a broad spectrum of
students.
Theme 3: Enrollment and Financial Services
The third theme that emerged in connection with RQ2 was the need for more effective
collegiate services. Students shared that early advising was key in understanding the bachelor’s
degree requirement from the beginning of their associate’s degrees at the community college. For
example, community college and university advisors could work together more to provide
enrollment information to students. Community college and university advisors used transfer
vocabulary that could be intimidating for students trying to understand. Samantha stated, “I did
not even know what a pathway was.”
Transfer students suggested that community college and university staff be crossedtrained in financial aid and enrollment processes. For example, if one staff member is out and
students need help, another staff member can help, and the student does not have to wait until the
original staff member returns. Students also recommended that services be offered on Friday
afternoons to help students with questions. Stephanie also recommended having more than one
staff member in TNU at ETCC offices. Tom recommended, “Keep the transfer team in place for
extra support between community college and university to support transfer students.” Students
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expressed that more substantial enrollment and financial aid services would help students
successfully transfer to the university.
Theme 4: Supporting Transfers at the University Level
The final theme that emerged regarding RQ2 was supporting transfer students at the
university level. Students felt that more informational programs regarding admission and
financial aid processes were services transfer students needed. For example, they desired
information on when students could expect to get a refund and how to enroll in the university.
Carlos suggested creating a video or presentation that would help students complete a FAFSA
form. Carl also recommended that financial aid vocabulary, such as loan versus grant, be
included in such a presentation. Students expressed the desire to have the enrollment, financial
aid, and university instructional technology platform information in one video or presentation to
alleviate the overwhelming process.
Students that transferred to the main campus needed a learning community and support
system designed for them. Samantha shared the negative experience she had transferring from
ETCC to TNU stating, “Nobody reached out to me at the university [on transfer services for
students living on campus], and I did not know about the student activities programs the
university offered for transfer students.” Samantha concluded that
I think it’s just really important to stress to transfer students how important it is to be
involved on campus, and it’s scary being a transfer student among a bunch of different
freshmen, because essentially you are a freshman. There are many more things catered
toward freshmen, so it’s really important to be involved, whether it be a job or tutoring or
volunteer or whatever. Just being by myself. This was my first time to live away from my
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family, and my boyfriend lives across the state, so it was tough. It was hard to fit in as a
transfer student living on main campus.
Summary
Chapter 4 included the purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study, research
questions, and a summary of the research process that guided the study. The overview of the
research process included a detailed explanation of the data analysis. The summary of the
research process included a detailed explanation of how I conducted the data analysis. This
chapter also discussed the findings from the prequestionnaire, analysis, and the interviews. The
areas of academic advising, personal issues, enrollment and financial aid services, and transfer
support at the university level comprised the four major themes that emerged from the study.
Chapter 5 further discusses the findings along with past literature followed by the limitations,
recommendations, and conclusion of the study.
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations
Community college graduates not transferring to a university to complete their bachelor’s
degree is a concern among higher education leaders. Forty-four percent of college students begin
at a community college, and yet many of these students face challenges in completing their
bachelor’s degrees at a university (Nuñez & Yoshimi, 2017). There is a growing concern about
the declining number of ETCC transfer students completing four-year degrees and the lack of
enrollment growth over the years. According to the 60x30 initiatives goals, this could mean
fewer jobs for Northeast Texas and a less skilled workforce (THECB, 2020b). A skilled
workforce can make Northeast Texas more competitive in a global economy.
This study’s purpose was to explore the barriers transfer students encounter when
transferring from a community college to a university. It took place in rural Northeast Texas with
15 ETCC transfer student participants contributing to the research. The participants represented a
diverse population and reflected the ETCC student population. The study’s findings could help
Texas community college and university leaders understand and provide solutions for barriers
transfer students experience in completing their bachelor’s degrees. Specifically, the study could
assist ETCC and TNU administrators in addressing the problem of declining transfer enrollment
over the years. These efforts could also directly impact the Northeast Texas region’s results
concerning the THECB 60x30 initiative that states the goal for 60% of students between the ages
of 18 and 34 to receive a certificate or college degree by 2030 (THECB, 2020a).
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Interpretation of the Research Findings
Research Question 1: According to East Texas Community College Transfer Students, What
are the Barriers to a Successful Transfer to a Four-Year University?
The first barrier mentioned is issues with academic advisors. While some of the
participants had positive experiences with advisors, several participants thought their transfer
experience could have been improved and that the advising they received caused issues during
the transfer process. Participants shared that ETCC advising practices could be enhanced by
helping students understand the admissions and financial aid process better when transferring
and giving information about GPA requirements for bachelor’s degree programs. These are all
barriers for students when transferring from ETCC to a university.
Carl stated that one-on-one advising could help the transfer experience. “Maybe some
one-on-one advising with recruiters or an advisor with the college departments to make sure you
are on track.” Carl stated, “The advisors and people on campus were helpful, but at the same
time, it takes a little bit of knowing what you want so the advisors can help you.” Veronica felt
the ETCC faculty, and some staff were helpful, and some were not:
Not every student services staff is educated in some areas. You ask them questions, and
some of them do not know the answer, and sometimes they think they know the answer,
but they do not. I would always have to check with different academic and financial aid
services departments.
Jamal shared his experience with the transfer advising process from ETCC to the university:
I do not want to talk negative about anyone but being more knowledgeable or helpful
during the advising processes would help the transfer process. The advisors were trying
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to be helpful, but they did not always give me the right answer. It was like a chain effect
to the next person to get answers. It was stressful and a headache.
Another barrier was loss of credit. Kim experienced a missing course due to misadvising;
however, faculty and administration supported the student and allowed Kim to graduate with an
associate’s degree as it was a class needed for the ETCC degree plan. Elva shared, “I know
people who have been misinformed and had missing credits.” Jose reported his experience with
advising:
When I was right out of high school, I could have easily been misadvised. I had a
completely different experience when I returned to college, because my wife was an
academic advisor at ETCC, and I had more resources when I returned to college on where
to get help. I think pre-advising for transfer students will be helpful to avoid loss of
credits and follow up with students to ensure the student is doing well during their
academic journey.
The next barrier mentioned was the admission process. The participant data indicated that
many wanted a less overwhelming admission process when transferring from ETCC to TNU.
Participants also shared they had experienced a lack of guidance when transferring from ETCC
to TNU and that they were overwhelmed by the amount of transfer admission processes.
Transfer student participants also shared their lack of understanding about where to start in the
registration and financial aid processes. Jamal stated, “Students need a better understanding of
the [admission] process. Maybe they will not be so nervous [about the admission process] or
have so many questions. They would know what to expect in admission processes and tuition
cost.”
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Participant Stephanie also thought it would be helpful to know the GPA requirements for
bachelor’s degree programs when transferring from community college to university. According
to participant Stephanie, “You [need] to have this GPA [for your bachelor’s degree] and you
can’t dip below it.” Not knowing the GPA requirements for bachelor’s degree programs is also
another barrier for students when transferring to a university.
There were several financial barriers that students experienced as well. Participants
shared that they wished they had understood the financial aid process. They felt that this
understanding was critical and could help remove transfer barriers. Participant Jamal found the
Veteran Affairs (VA) process regarding financial aid very confusing and frustrating, because
answers were not immediately available. Jamal stated, “Financial aid staff could be more
knowledgeable on VA benefits and how much out-of-pocket expense would be required at the
community college and university.”
Veronica felt frustrated about not being able to check the naturalized citizen box on the
Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) form. Veronica is a United States citizen that
immigrated to the United States. Veronica noted the following:
I did feel a little bit segregated on not being able to check the naturalized citizen box.
People like me must do an extra step when applying for financial aid by checking the
non-naturalization box. It is frustrating because I am a citizen. I pay my taxes the same
way you pay your taxes. I think it is a little bit crazy.
Another financial barrier was the lack of money or resources to pay the outstanding
tuition amount that Pell Grants did not cover at the university. Because Pell Grants do not cover
the full tuition amount at the university, the student must take out a loan and pay back the loan
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after graduation. Shemetric stated that taking out student loans was a barrier to her and her
family’s futures:
At ETCC, I was able to get financial aid through the Pell Grant and my full tuition was
paid. When I transferred to the university, I had to apply for student loans, which tripled
the loan amount in two years that I am going to have to pay back, which is a barrier. In
the future, I want to build a home for my kids, and I will still be paying for my school
loan for a long time.
Jose was unaware of a fee that he would be charged by the university and felt blindsided.
Jose shared, “I ended up getting charged for something that I was not aware of, which was fine
once it was explained, but I was blindsided by the fee.” Jose went on to share, “More
transparency is needed for off-campus students when it comes to university billing. This
transparency will help to understand the fees being charged.”
Students also shared personal experiences that caused barriers in the transfer process.
These experiences involved the loss of a child, loss of family members, anxiety and anger due to
racial profiling that led to the death of a family member, being a teenage mother, marriage
conflict, demanding work schedules and responsibilities, family responsibilities, and the lack of
Internet services at home. Latoya, a teenage mother, did not have Internet access at home when
she entered community college:
I did not have Internet at home, and the big issue was getting my homework done after
work, while I was raising my kid. I also came out of high school as a mother. It was
difficult for me to take my daughter to classes. I had instructors who were understanding,
and others were not. They told me that I needed to figure something else to do with my
daughter.
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Several participants shared that students’ lack of empowerment or confidence could be a
barrier in transferring from ETCC to a university. Carl encouraged students, “Don’t be afraid to
ask questions.” Stephanie reiterated that message, adding, “Keeping relationships with students
are key to help build the student’s confidence.”
The literature has echoed many of the participants’ complaints, feelings, and responses.
According to Ignash and Townsend (2000), community college transfer students face a lack of
student services in transferring from community colleges to universities. Community college
students transferring to universities are strewn with barriers (Mangan, 2020). The loss of credits,
poor academic advising, lack of academic pathways are a few common barriers. In addition,
many students are hindered by the fact that financial aid programs are more often geared toward
freshmen than transfer students who are first-generation college students, have low income, and
come from minority backgrounds (Mangan, 2020). Half of all students enrolled in universities
started at community colleges (Mangan, 2020). Mangan (2020) found that 80% of community
college students want to graduate with a bachelor’s degree, but only 13% do so within six years.
Research Question 2: According to East Texas Community College Transfer Students, What
Type of Collegiate Services are Needed to Support the Successful Transfer to a Four-Year
University?
The participants indicated that academic advising needed to be transparent in the transfer
process. They shared that community college and university advisors should work together to
ensure that everyone was on the “same page.” Carl stated, “The community college and
university advisors should work together more so students understand the enrollment and degree
requirements.” Students also expressed that they had not understood the academic language
pertaining to transfer students, such as pathways and 2+2 plans. Samantha said, “I did not know
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what a pathway or 2+2 plan was when I transferred to the university.” While Latoya had a good
transfer experience, she believed that better communication efforts were needed to ensure she
was doing everything right. She stated that she felt a little insecure since she was a firstgeneration college student at the community college and university. Latoya shared that
I needed more communication with my advisors to make sure I was doing the right
things. One time, I was concerned that I was about to take the wrong courses. So better
communication with me would have been helpful. Maybe just a follow-up to say, “Hey,
how are you doing or how are things going?”
In addition, the participants mentioned the need for strong financial aid services. This
was particularly important in regard to university loans and learning how to manage living
expenses while in college. Carl expressed that
I needed help navigating my college expenses and financial aid processes. I had
questions, such as “Should I get a full-time job while I am taking a full-time class load?”
and “Should I take out a meal plan?” I feel my transfer coach could have helped me make
better financial aid decisions. I also needed help understanding the financial aid language.
I did not know the difference between a loan and grant. I also did not know the difference
in a subsidized loan versus nonsubsidized loan.
The participants suggested requiring training for students during the transfer process on
topics such as admissions requirements, blackboard overviews, enrollment steps, and financial
aid. One suggested an orientation video on the university requirements and financial aid
processes and literacy. Participant Carlos shared, “I needed a better understanding of the process
moving forward.”
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Participants suggested that cross-training the staff with other support offices would be
helpful. By doing this, the support offices could work together and share information to ensure
that they are all working together and giving the same accurate information. This could also help
provide quicker answers to the students’ questions. The participants complained of waiting for
extended periods of times for responses while one office talked to another office. Stephanie
conveyed, “Cross-training staff would be helpful. This would help answer student questions that
day, instead of waiting until the next day. It would also be helpful if the support services were
open on Friday afternoons.”
Samantha shared that universities should have support services for all transfer students,
not just incoming freshmen: “When I transferred to my university, it was the first time that I
lived away from my family and my boyfriend. It was tough. I felt all alone, even though my
family was only 45 minutes away.” Samantha went on to share, “It is hard to adapt being in a
new town, away from your family and friends.” She wanted university administrators to
understand how important it is for transfer students to be involved with their new university
campus. She stated, “For me, it was scary being a transfer student among a bunch of different
freshmen. Nobody from the university reached out to me when I transferred to the university on
how to get involved in university life.”
The literature supports that university programs should be targeted to transfer students,
and that there should be a focus on solutions to help remove barriers when transferring to prevent
dropping out. Mangan (2020) argued the following:
Improving transfer success helps four-year colleges revive sagging enrollments and
improve completion rates that lawmakers in more than 30 states consider when doling out
higher-education money. It also helps two-year colleges live up to their mission of

93
expanding opportunity to the disproportionate numbers of low-income, minority, and
first-generation students they enroll. For four-year institutions, transfer students are far
more than warm bodies to fill seats. They enrich campus communities, and the businesses
that will hire them with racial and socioeconomic diversity and a wellspring of life
experiences. (p. 8)
Improving the transfer process is one of the most efficient and effective ways to ensure an
adequate workforce and an educated citizenship (Mangan, 2020). According to Mangan (2020),
“When done well, the transfer process allows colleges to serve as engines of social mobility.
When it falters, inequalities remain entrenched” (p. 8).
Implications of the Theoretical Conceptual Framework
Transfer student capital and transfer shock composed the conceptual framework that
guided this study. Transfer student capital is how students’ experiences directed their path from
the community college to university (Laanan et al., 2010). The alignment of the conceptual
framework validated the research through research-based theories. Transfer student capital is a
determining factor in whether students will successfully transfer from community colleges to
universities. Social capital also plays a critical role in transfer student capital by providing a
community of trusted supporters, known as institutional agents, who help and guide transfer
students through their transitions from the community college to the university.
Participants expressed that building a culture of support and enrollment information was
essential to their successful transfers. The institutional agents’ presence and faculty support are
vital at both the community college and university. Students also expressed that their transfer
experiences were dependent on their interactions with faculty, academic services counselors, and
how the universities embraced transfer students. They reported that these factors shaped the
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students’ successful transfer experiences. Transfer student participants expressed the need to feel
supported in their transitions from the community college to university. If this support is not
present, it could lead to transfer barriers and an unsuccessful transfer to a university. When
transfer students have a transfer agent or faculty member who supports and builds a trusting
relationship, they encounter fewer barriers in transferring to a university. Participants expressed
that equipping transfer students with essential information on academic programs, enrollment
processes, and financial aid from the beginning of their transfer experiences as well as giving
reassurance throughout the process were essential to a successful transfer outcome.
The term transfer shock was used to describe the initial adjustment students experience in
enrolling in a four-year institution (Maliszewski-Lukszo & Hayes, 2020). When students face the
period of transition to a university from community college, the culture and transfer shock can
hinder them in completing their degrees (Ivins et al., 2017). Faculty members from both the
community college and the university have an essential role in ensuring that community college
students experience successful transitions from community colleges to universities (Thurston,
2020). Jamal revealed that transferring from community college to university could be
overwhelming concerning the plethora of enrollment requirements. Samantha communicated that
her transfer experience was scary due to moving to a new town with no friends or family nearby,
along with the lack of university programs that supported transfer students.
Transfer student participants believed that academic advising and follow-up was
necessary to their transfer success and graduation from universities. Samantha disclosed, “No
one reached out to me and expressed the importance to be involved as a transfer student at the
university.” Tom shared, “It is important to keep the transfer team in place and have an extra
support when transferring.” Mangan’s (2020) research indicated that students felt like foreigners
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coming and invading spaces when transferring to a university and did not feel at home until they
found a supportive network. The transfer student data revealed that students wanted to feel
engaged and supported on the university campus when transferring and wanted university
administrators to be aware of this concern. The conceptual framework was aligned with elements
of transfer student capital and transfer student shock interview codes. The data also provide
university leaders the context for specific areas of improvement.
Implications for Practice
The implications for best practices are relevant for universities and community colleges.
Based on the research findings, transfer students wanted transparency and support in the forms of
academic advising, enrollment, and financial programs targeted toward transfer students at the
university level. Effective advising services are essential to keeping students on transfer
pathways and ensuring coursework is not overlooked (Wyner et al., 2016). Students shared that
personal barriers, such as family issues, work schedule restraints, family financial obligations,
and lack of Internet services, are often obstacles for a student transferring to a university and
should be considered when attempting to best serve transfer students. These personal burdens
substantiate the need for community colleges and universities to find ways to support and
counsel transfer students that will assist them with these issues.
Participant data demonstrated the students’ need to have transfer enrollment information
available to them in one setting to inform them of what is expected from them when transferring
to a university. The participants in the study also expressed a need for the learning management
system to be addressed and explained when beginning at the university to help alleviate learning
insecurities. Students shared their need for understanding the university’s admission
requirements and course requirements. Their perspectives on their financial aid experiences
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showed that there was need for financial aid literarcy and additional information on scholarhips
or funding when a Pell Grant does not cover full university tuition. The study also revealed that
more scholarship information could help alleviate the burden of student loan debt.
One participant expressed the need to feel connected to the university as transfer students.
Many participants were first-generation college students and, while there are specialized services
offered to first-generation college freshmen, more transfer services should be offered to firstgeneration college transfer students. One participant suggested creating a community of support
for incoming transfer students. Community colleges and universities should explore the
possibilities of creating a learning/service community that will give transfer students the social
and emotional support they need when entering a four-year university.
It would be advantageous for community colleges and universities to examine the
advising process with an emphasis on who is responsible for specific procedures during the
advising process. The advising roles of faculty and staff should be explored in order for
accountability purposes as well as training in a successful process. This designation of
responsibility would also help the transfer student with the communication process.
Study participants identified that inadequate academic advising, the lack of enrollment
and financial aid information, unclear pathways, and personal issues could be barriers for
transfer students. Improving the transfer process often requires additional personnel or
repurposed academic, enrollment, and financial aid services (Wyner et al., 2016). The changes
could yield tangible benefits for institutions and students that outweigh their costs (Wyner et al.,
2016). Understanding the implications that social capital and transfer student capital has on
transfer students was consistent in the data collection themes.
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Limitations
This study was limited to a unique and single context which creates a limitation in the
possibility that the results would be transferable to another study context. ETCC and TNU are
located in rural Northeast Texas. TNU has a site on the ETCC campus which makes this study
ideal for an attrition study. However, the unique nature of the context presents some difficulties
regarding transferability. Researcher positionality is another limitation. While I did not serve as
an advisor to any of the participants, I serve as a leader in the organizational context. This could
have had an impact on the participants’ responses even though it was expressed in the consent
form and communication that I was a doctoral student with ACU conducting research and all
communication with participants was through my ACU student email account. Not all
participants were TNU transfer students; some transferred to other universities in Northeast
Texas. Although demographic information, such as race and gender, was disclosed, these factors
were not analyzed in detail to determine any patterns in the data. The study’s qualitative nature
does not provide the complete, statistical link between transfer shock and transfer student capital
that would be clearly persuasive to some audiences.
Recommendations for Research
Various recommendations emerged from the results of the interpretive phenomenological
analysis of the qualitative interview data. Future research could address the study’s limitations
and explore the issues in greater detail. Research connecting gender and ethnicity with transfer
student outcomes could also be beneficial. Scholars should also consider research on transfer
policies in Texas and its implications for Texas transfer students concerning the new THECB
60x30 initiatives in correlation with the Texas transfer frameworks that the THECB has initiated.
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Specifically, research for the purpose of improving TNU’s partnership with ETCC should
include other partnership data.
Future research that is correlated to the Northeast Texas region’s economic development
regarding job needs and future job growth should also be considered. The THECB should
consider research on how pathways affect transfer student success and consider utilizing a
practitioner support community that helps practitioners produce pathways to bridge the gap
between community college and university faculty.
Reflections
Being a practitioner and a native of Northeast Texas that took classes at ETCC while
completing my bachelor’s degree at a tier-one university in Texas, I directly understand the
connotation of what transfer students can experience. Earlier in my career, I learned firsthand
how students are trying to improve their lives and their family lives with little support. The circle
of higher education must continue to widen to help our communities thrive in economic
development. The opportunities this could create could increase the well-being of our citizens
and the business climate.
Most of the transfer students from ETCC face astronomical challenges in completing
their degrees. As the daughter of a public high school teacher, I received the message clearly that
education and hard work are the ticket out of poverty. While this message is evident and driven
by data, as higher education administrators and leaders, we must bridge the gap to ensure
students receive services they need to transfer to a university from a community college. We
should continue to encourage our high school students to start at a community college as there
are several financial and social advantages. Regional higher education leaders and state leaders
should continue making decisions based on evidence with a commonsense approach. While the
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data are critically important to the future decisions that impact transfer students, state legislators
should also put resources in place to serve transfer students. Our state legislators always point to
higher education as the pathway to a better economy, and resources should be in place to support
first-generation, traditional, and adult learners.
The literature is clear, and the data from this research study supports that students
experience both transfer shock and transfer student capital. Higher education scholars need to be
cognizant of the need to continue research supporting this conceptual framework to ensure
financial resources will be a priority for transfer students. Scholars should remember to identify
transfer students from all ages, backgrounds, demographics, and socioeconomic status, as this
population represents a strong population of the active workforce. As a practitioner and scholar, I
need to immerse myself in the data and best practices to ensure we are serving transfer students
to the best of our abilities. It is equally important to remind decision makers of the specific
resources needed to remove barriers for all transfer students.
Times have changed in Texas since the founding mothers and fathers made higher
education in Texas a priority, and the fruits of their labors are evident in Texas today. All higher
education stakeholders must provide resources through data-driven decisions that help remove
barriers for transfer students from all ethnicities, genders, and identities. Providing solutions for
barriers transfer students confront will only enhance Texas’s prosperity and its communities in
the areas of mental and financial well-being. I am thankful for what I have learned from the
research because it can help better serve students and aid in implementing practices that will
remove barriers for transfer students and be a voice of empowerment through serving them.
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Conclusion
The interpretive phenomenological analysis of the interview data allowed me to study
this issue through in-depth transfer student relationships. The purpose of my study was to
examine the barriers ETCC students underwent in transferring to a university. There is a surfeit
of research on barriers community college students experience in transferring to a university;
however, there is lack of research on the barriers rural community college students experience
during the transfer process. It was my goal to continue the research and fill in the missing gaps in
the literature by exploring and understanding the experiences rural community college students
have when transferring to a university from their perspectives. This research study allowed
participants the opportunity to tell their stories from their own viewpoints. Due to their
willingness to participate, research on the rural community college transfer students’ perceptions
could be added to the literature.
The findings of the study aligned with current research studies about barriers for ETCC
transfer students. The findings from ETCC participants concerning barriers revolved around
academic advising, personal issues, enrollment and financial aid services, and transfer support at
the university level. Interestingly, the study also revealed that transfer students need
encouragement, empowerment, and financial support from institutional agents when transferring
from community college to university to alleviate their anxieties and concerns. These insights
could be a guide to help higher education leaders and state legislatures create policies, transferfriendly advising structures, seamless pathway models, and funding to support transfer students.
These transfer practices could help grow economic development opportunities in the state and
improve the livelihood of individuals in Northeast Texas and Texas as a whole. Through more
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higher education training, Northeast Texas and the entire state of Texas will be more competitive
in a global economy.
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Appendix A: Participant Solicitation Email
Hello (Name):
I am a doctoral student with Abilene Christian University, and I am researching the
barriers transfer students experience in transferring from a community college to a university in
Northeast Texas. I hope you will consider sharing your transfer experience for my study. The
purpose of this study is to understand the barriers that students experience and help remove these
barriers. The data collected will be shared with higher education leaders in Northeast Texas to
improve the experiences for transfer students.
You are invited to participate in 1) a pre-survey questionnaire, and 2) a subsequent
survey/interview. Please see below on how the survey will be sent and conducted.
Pre-survey Questionnaire – You will be sent a pre-survey questionnaire via
SurveyMonkey.com, so I can get to know a little more about you and your background as a
transfer student. After reviewing, I will contact you about scheduling a time for the
survey/interview. The pre-survey questions should take 20 minutes or less to complete.
Survey/Interview – After the pre-survey, your e-mail and phone/cell number will be
requested, so that I can schedule a time to meet with you regarding the survey. Once you provide
this information, I will contact you, so I can schedule a time to interview you. The
survey/interview will take place via Zoom with me, the researcher. No names or identifying
information would be included in any publications or presentations based on the data collected.
Your name and contact information to this survey will remain confidential. The zoom interview
will be recorded and will be stored in a secure environment. This survey/interview will last 45
minutes to 60 minutes. The interviews will be recorded and transcribed through Zoom.
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I hope you will consider participating in this research project that will improve
experiences for transfer students. If you agree to participate, please complete the consent form
and return it to me at your earliest convenience.
Please let me know if you have any questions.
Thank you,
Kelly Coke
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Appendix B: Interview Questions
Introductory Questions:
1. Tell me about your community college experience.
2. Since you are in your first year at your four-year university, tell me how things are
going?
3. From your pre-survey, you do or do not plan on staying in Northeast Texas? Will you
expand on that a little more on why?
Research Question #1: According to East Texas Community College transfer students, what are
the barriers to a successful transfer to a four-year university?
1. Tell me about the barriers you experienced.
2. Did you experience any loss of credit? Can you explain?
3. Was the financial aid experience an issue for you? Will you explain?
4. Were you having any personal experiences that created barriers for you?
5. Were the faculty at the four-year university helpful? Will you explain?
6. Were the faculty at the community college helpful? Will you explain?
Research Question #2: According to East Texas Community College transfer students, what
type of collegiate services are needed to support the successful transfer to a four-year university?
1. Reflecting on your transfer experience, can you think of anything that would make it a
better process?
2. In regard to the community college services, what could have helped this process be a
better experience?
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A. Were any transfer coaches or academic advisors that helped your transfer
process? Explain.
B. Did you seek pathway or 2+2 or pathways starting at the community college
to help you? Explain.
C. How did you acclimate to community college life as a student? Did you
participate in student organizations, tutoring services or other student support?
Explain.
3. For four-year university services, what could have helped this process to be a better
experience?
A. Did a transfer coach/academic advisor help you transfer or could have helped
you more?
B. Tell me about your program you selected to study at the university and if you
sought guidance from pathways or 2+2 plans?
C. How are you acclimating to university life as a transfer student? For example,
student organizations, tutoring services, transfer student support? Explain.
D. Would having help with your university admission application or applying for
financial aid process been helpful?
E. Would you like to share anything else?

123
Appendix C: Presurvey Questions
Demographic Information:
Male_______
Female_____
Ethnicity (optional)_____

1. Are you a first-generation college student?
2. Do you care or financially support a family or family members as elderly parents?
3. What family or job responsibilities do you have while going to school?
4. How can earning a bachelor’s degree improve your life, your family or the region of
Northeast Texas?
5. Are you planning on staying in the Northeast Texas region?
6. What is your associate’s degree in from the community college?
7. What apprehensions or challenges are you worried about in earning your bachelor’s
degree?
8. Did your community college help you with your transfer into your four-year
university?
Rate this experience (5 Great ---1 Poor)
9. Did your four-year university help you with your transfer into your four-year
university?
Rate this experience (5 Great ---1 Poor)
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Appendix E: Coding Matrix for Research Questions
Q1. According to East Texas Community College transfer students, what are the barriers to a
successful transfer to a four-year university?
Themes
Academic
Advising

Descriptions
Seamless
(positive experience)

ETCC Advising
miss advising at
ETCC/Pre-advising
(prior to Transfer
Team at ETCC)

Lack of
Guidance/Too
many enrollment
processes
Students do not
know where to start on
registration/financial aid
processes.

Evidence and
Subcategories
⎯ “I just feel like
everything was so
seamless because
the college
partnered with
TNU.” -Stephanie
⎯ Lack of advising at
ETCC led to
missing course at
graduation, but
faculty and
administration did
support student and
allowed graduate.”
(Kim)
⎯ “I know people
who have been
misinformed, and
their credits didn’t
transfer or had
missing credits.”
-Elva
⎯ “Referring us to
people that help us
at university.”Shemetric
⎯ Advised into
wrong classes at
ETCC.
⎯ “Just knowing
where to start was
a barrier.” -Carl
⎯ Students do not
where to go to ask
questions at ETCC.
⎯ “I kind of felt alone
(on where to
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Transfer Center
at NTCC

Personal Issues

start).” -Tom
⎯ “(Make sure)
People that are
there can help
students.” -Tom
⎯ “Kind of gave me a
headache and it
was time
consuming
(admission
processes).” -Jamal
⎯ Financial aid
information not
being and owing
more money.
⎯ Financial aid
process is weird
because I didn’t
know want to fill
out.” -Stephanie
⎯ Financial aid is
always a barrier.
⎯ Understanding
deferred vs non
deferment. Update
from financial aid
that you have used
40% of your aid,
etc. (Carl)
⎯ “I found myself in
the financial aid
building a couple
time, but it was
because of
understanding the
financial aid and it
related to GPA.” Carl
⎯ Traveling to main
campus to tackle
financial aid
problem that UNT
staff at ETCC
could not help with
financial problem.
⎯ “I hear different
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stories from peers
or colleagues that
don’t have that
experience, just
because that
information, they
don’t have all the
information or the
resources, or don’t
know all the
resources that are
out there.” -Jose
⎯ Glad ETCC has
transfer center
now.
GPA

Loss of
credit/Transferring to
from ETCC to
University programs.

⎯ Not knowing GPA
needed to transfer.
⎯ Knowing what
classes transfer
from ETCC: “I had
to go back and take
a PE class.” Carlos
⎯ “When I was right
of high school I
could have easily
been misadvised. I
had a completely
different
experience when I
returned to college
because my wife is
an academic
advisor at ETCC,
and I had more
resources when I
returned to college
on where to get
help on. I think
pre-advising for
transfer (students)
will be helpful to
avoid loss of
credits and follow
up connections to
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Work with
students in high school
on knowing about ETCC
and TNU.
Empower
Students

⎯

⎯

⎯

⎯

Course
Availability

Working full
time
Working long
weekend shifts or
graveyards

ensure the student
is doing well
during their
academic journey.”
“Not, due to
anyone else’s fault,
but my own
because I switched
my major. So I
took courses that
were not needed,
but photography
class and stuff like
that and then I
switched back to
education.” Stephanie
Share ETCC and
TNU partnerships
with high school
students.
Dual credit courses
but took by choice
knowing they
would not transfer
or need.
“Don’t be afraid to
ask questions.”Stephanie

⎯ “Keeping that
relationships with
students (high
school to
community
college).” -Carl
⎯ Course available at
university certain
times or not every
semester
⎯ “Can only do
school part-time
due to work
schedule.” -Tom
⎯ If ETCC classes
would have not
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Online courses
helped student finish
degree due to being a
Parent.
⎯

Travel outside
ETCC service area
Not able to
complete degree due to
work or family.

⎯

⎯
⎯

Marriage; Family
members being
sick/death of family
/pregnancy.

Lack of
scholarship for DACA
Students /Lack of
money/Paying loans
back.
Outstanding

⎯

been online, I
could not have
finished associate
degree due to being
a working Mom.” Stephanie
“It will be my
actual first time to
actually going to
campus to class, to
attend, so it’s going
to be different. I’m
not saying it is
going to be bad.” Tom
“I don’t take my
time away from
work to drive over
(to main campus).”
-Stephanie
Need TNU classes
at ETCC campus.
Anxiety, stress,
worries. Cousin
killed due to racial
discrimination.” Ill
family members.
(Jamal)
Losing a child in
childbirth while a
student and
marriage problems.

⎯ More scholarships
for DACA
students. (Maria)
⎯ Pell Grant does not
cover full
university tuition
even if you are a
fulltime student.
⎯ Classes that will be
paid for or
not/using too much
financial aid – not
enough aid to cover
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tuition at university;
understand financial
process and terms;
Financial Aid/Pell not
covering the full amount
at university.
VA process with
financial aid; incorrect
financial aid process
information; Financial
aid –
U.S. Citizens not
being able to check on
FAFSA being a
naturalized citizens and
pay taxes.

bachelor degree.
⎯ “Some students
think financial aid
is free money.” Carl
⎯ “So, some of this is
on the federal
government, they
really don’t
provide a lot of
services to students
as they just provide
us with to set us up
for failure” (on
taking out loan and
paying back). -Carl
⎯ “How do I make
too much for no
financial aid
(grants)? I pay rent,
my own bills and
that all goes there.”
-Stephanie
⎯ “Big cost
difference between
community and
university. I had to
apply for student
loans, which tripled
the amount in two
years. Then I’m
going to have to
pay back which is a
barrier.” Shemetric
⎯ “I’ve never really
been able to get a
lot of financial aid
help (grants) (due
to income).” Stephanie
⎯ Checking
naturalized citizen
causes segregation
due to student
being a U.S. citizen
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and paying taxing
for many years.
(Veronica)
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Q2: According to East Texas Community College transfer students, what type of collegiate
services are needed to support the successful transfer to a four-year university?
Themes

Descriptions

Enrollment/Financial
Services

Advising on associate
programs that will
transfer to other
universities.

Understanding academic
language/terms as 2+2
plan and pathway

Customer Service
Transfer Team
Better access to
someone that can
answer questions instead
of waiting until next
day.

Evidence and
Subcategories
⎯ Knowing program
bachelor’s degree
requirements at
universities.
⎯ Community
college and
University advisors
work together.
⎯ “JPT she answered
a lot of my
questions and so to
LCT, I don't know
if she's a transfer
or advisor but they
both really, really
helped me.” Samantha
⎯ “AON was
amazing; he was
an amazing
academic advisor,
and so was DBN as
well.” -Carlos
⎯ “I didn’t even
know what that
was
(pathways/2+2).” Samantha
⎯ Cross Training of
staff so student
question can be
answered that day
instead of waiting
until next day such
as a financial aid
question.
(Stephanie)
⎯ Zoom meetings
⎯ Be opening on
Friday afternoon to
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help students with
questions.
⎯ Having one or
more person
(staff/enrollment
counselor) work in
the ETCC office
for TNU

Supporting University Level

Transition
program/information
session
More specific advising
on financial
aid/admissions/empower
students with confidence
especially firstgeneration college
students.
Understand the process
and all steps in advance.

⎯ “Keeping transfer
teaming place,
have an extra
support in
between.” -Tom
⎯ Have more
informational
programs or video
on financial aid
and admission to
university. (When
you get refund,
what you owe,
etc.)
⎯ “Having some to
help complete
FASFA form.”
⎯ “Financial aid is so
confusing and we
all know that.”
⎯ “Give us a better
understanding of
the process moving
forward.” -Carlos
⎯ Overview of
Blackboard
⎯ More information
the programs being
offered at the
university level.
⎯ “Understanding
loans vs grants.” Carl
⎯ “Just being by
myself, that was
first-time to live
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⎯
Not having a
community of transfer
students at university.
Being away from family
and friends.

⎯

Supporting
Transfer
Students at
University

⎯

⎯

away from my
family and my
boyfriend lives
across the state, so
it was tough.” Samantha
“Starting all by
myself. Being 45
minutes away
(from home) that
was still really
tough.” -Samantha
‘It’s hard to adapt
to being in a new
town, away from
your family, away
from your friends,
and not necessarily
from an academic
standpoint.”
-Samantha
“Stress how
important to
transfer students
how important it is
to be involved, and
it’s scary being a
transfer student
among bunch of
different freshmen.
-Samantha
“Nobody reached
out to me, and I
mean if there
anther there, I
didn’t know about
it.” (When
transferring to
main campus with
TNU.) -Samantha

